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The present study contributes to our understanding of cross-linguistic influence by 
studying three different groups of Spanish-English speakers’ knowledge of the 
distribution of definite articles in both of their languages using a battery of tests that 
require them to draw on different linguistic abilities. These three groups include native 
English speakers who learned Spanish after adolescence, native Spanish speakers who 
learned English after adolescence and simultaneous bilinguals who grew up in the United 
States speaking both English and Spanish from birth. Specifically, this study explores 
interpretation, production and intuition regarding the acceptability of definite articles in 
different contexts. Since the three bilingual groups differ in terms of dominant language 
and the age at which they learned each language, this study aimed to explore how these 
differences affect both the type and extent of cross-linguistic influence present and how 
this relates to the type of task.  
Results show that, while acquisition of a new assembly of syntax to semantic features 
in a second language and maintenance of minority language feature assembly is possible, 




depending on task type. Specifically, second language learners (L2) show less transfer 
from their dominant language on the most metalinguistic task, which is also a written 
task. In contrast, heritage speakers have the most trouble inhibiting English features on
 these metalinguistic tasks, often accepting ungrammatical or infelicitous sentences in 
their heritage language due to transfer from English.  
While the most common type of strategy applied by all three groups of bilinguals 
involves dominant-language transfer, overextension was found among participants in 
both L2 learner groups but was absent among the heritage speakers, suggesting that this 
may be an artifact of an older age of onset of acquisition or classroom experience in the 
second language. Finally, an analysis of the dominant language of these bilingual 
speakers in comparison to monolinguals also yielded interesting findings. In line with 
some previous research, this study has shown that those speakers who have acquired a 
second language as adults (both L2 groups in this study) behave more categorically in 
their dominant language even in comparison to monolingual speakers. This suggests that 
multilinguals become more aware of the relationship between syntax and semantics and 
are more conscious of their effects on acceptability as the result of language study. It does 
not seem that this result holds for all bilinguals, since this advantage was not found for 
the heritage speakers in their dominant language, English. Therefore, this advantage most 
likely results from conscious study and manipulation of language through classroom 
second language study. These results all suggest that bilingual proficiency is dynamic, 
shifting as a result of language experience, not only with regard to the non-dominant 










1.1 Introduction and goals of the study 
Understanding the bilingual brain, its development and its use has been and 
continues to be an elusive but essential challenge for linguists (e.g. De Houwer, 2009; 
Meisel, 2001; Paradis & Genesee, 1996; Romaine, 1995; Volterra & Taeschner, 1978). 
Specifically, this task involves understanding how a bilingual’s two or more languages 
interact in the moment of usage as well as how they influence each other in the long term. 
In addition, researchers on bilingualism aim to understand variability within bilinguals. 
That is, why do different groups who speak the same two languages reach different levels 
of proficiency, use different strategies to manage their two languages and access their 
bilingual grammars differently across different linguistic tasks? In order to even begin to 
pose these questions, research has made a shift toward accepting a broader definition of 
“bilingual” to include not only simultaneous bilinguals who have spoken two languages 
from birth (Meisel, 2001), but also all speakers who manage two linguistic systems and 
communicate in two languages. 
This dissertation aims to contribute to the field’s understanding of bilingualism, 
language acquisition and cross-linguistic influence in three main ways. First, through a 
comparison of two structures (subject and object nominals), one of which behaves 




approaches to cross-linguistic influence can be better understood. Specifically, this study 
aims to determine whether constraints on which structures are vulnerable to cross-
linguistic influence differ across groups of bilinguals. What is especially unique about the 
approach that this study assumes is that it is not only or even primarily interested in levels 
of “native-like performance”. This study does not intend to rate bilinguals in terms of 
“better” or “worse”, but rather aims to explore the strategies each group uses when 
unsure and the specific ways in which each group manages their two languages. This 
approach is more accepting, more neutral and more practical in that, understanding 
student strategies and specific contexts in which these strategies are used can reveal much 
more about the types of intervention that may benefit said student as opposed to a simple 
proficiency score.  
This study also adds to the discussion outlined above by comparing bilingual 
performance on different task types. Despite support for internal causes of transfer in 
bilingual grammars, there is still support for the attribution of some optionality to the 
reduced input and output that bilinguals have in both of their languages (Cuza & Frank, 
2015; Polinsky, 2011; Nicoladis, Song & Marentette, 2012). In addition, performance and 
processing have come to the forefront of discussions of bilingual acquisition due to 
differences in performance based on the type of testing modality (Cuza & Frank, 2015; 
Montrul, Davidson, de la Fuente & Foote, 2014). These findings suggest that different 
mechanisms are utilized for different types of tasks and that these mechanisms fail to 
uniformly develop. In order to address said variable performance in the classroom, or, 
from a theoretical perspective, to characterize the acquisition process these speakers go 




Finally, this study contributes uniquely to the field in that it explores bilingualism as a 
unified phenomenon. The title of this dissertation refers to three groups of bilingual 
adults, specifically Spanish-speaking adult second-language learners (L2) of English, 
simultaneous Spanish-English bilinguals raised in the US (also referred to as heritage 
speakers), and English-speaking adult second-language learners of Spanish. By 
comparing three groups of speakers who share the same two languages but differ in terms 
of age of onset of acquisition (AoA), dominance and language experience, the effect of 
these variables on cross-linguistic influence can be tested. Additionally, all three of these 
groups will be tested in both of their languages, in an attempt to treat bilingualism as a 
two-way street, through which, both of a bilingual’s languages may be affected, rather 
than treating a non-dominant language as aberrant and a first or dominant language as 
impervious to cross-linguistic influence.  
Comparing and understanding differences between different bilingual groups is 
important, not only theoretically, but also practically. Theoretically, bilinguals allow us to 
compare the effects of specific variables on language development and use such as AoA 
(Abrahamsson & Hlytenstam, 2009; Bley-Vroman, 1990; Coppieters, 1987; DeKeyser, 
2000; Hawkins & Chan, 1997; Johnson & Newport, 1989; Lenneberg, 1967; Penfield & 
Roberts, 1959), dominance (Argyri & Sorace, 2007; Döpke, 1998; Paradis, 2001; Paradis 
& Genesee, 1996; Yip & Matthews, 2005) and exposure to each language (Cuza & Pérez-
Tattam, 2016; Nicoladis & Marchak, 2011; O’Grady, Lee & Lee, 2011; Unsworth, 2013). 
This is because, when comparing bilingual and monolingual speakers, these variables 
will always be confounded with the presence of another linguistic system in the brain. 




cannot conclusively attribute any differences to differences in AoA or exposure, since 
these could always be the result of the bilingual managing a second language, while the 
monolingual doesn’t. 
Results from research on bilingualism and language acquisition are also extremely 
relevant to applied linguists, language teachers and language policy. Courses focusing on 
language development, whether for heritage speakers, second language and foreign 
language learners or monolingual speakers rely on an understanding of how these groups 
process, acquire and apply information they are taught. Furthermore, bilingualism is a 
political and societal issue, which has often, historically, been viewed as detrimental or 
subversive (Arsenian, 1945; Baker & DeKanter, 1981; Darcy, 1946; Macnamara, 1966). 
In addition, bilinguals often suffer from linguistic discrimination and marginalization of 
other types. Research into language acquisition and maintenance, therefore, has the 
potential to do away with incorrect assumptions, pseudoscience and discrimination.  
Interestingly, Guadalupe Valdés, the researcher whose definition of heritage speaker 
is most often cited, has expressed some issues with the use of the term (Valdés, 2005; 
2015). Specifically, she notes that it places emphasis on the deficiencies of these speakers 
and perpetuates the myth of the balanced bilingual, by suggesting that these speakers are 
“learners” as opposed to “users” and relegates them to the status of second-class 
bilinguals. Therefore, she argues, it may make more sense to refer to all bilinguals in 
terms of their contexts of usage and specific capabilities in each language, rather than 
imposing labels, which only seem to imply that some perfectly balanced bilingual does 
exist. This same logic can be applied to second language learners, who are referred to as 




of a linguistic community (Phillipson, 1992). By developing unified theories of 
bilingualism and language development, linguists can foster a more accepting view of 
bilinguals in their community, rather than demanding perfection or “balanced 
bilingualism” (Grosjean, 2010), which in turn can encourage bilingualism among more of 
a society’s members.  
In conclusion, the results of this study will be relevant for the fields of bilingualism 
and bilingual cognition, language pedagogy as well as theories of syntactic knowledge. 
The current study aims to present bilingualism in a more realistic light, neither as an 
inherent impediment to ultimate attainment nor as completely stable and invariable. This 
research will also inform language pedagogy, since we cannot help students achieve their 
linguistic goals in the classroom until we understand the nature of their abilities and 
learning processes. Finally, research with bilinguals of different types also informs 
theories of syntactic knowledge. By observing how language is stored and accessed in 
bilingual populations, which exhibit more variation, we can gain insight into the nature of 
the human language faculty and linguistic cognition. This section has discussed the major 
questions to be addressed throughout the following chapters, the details of whose 




1.2 Outline of the dissertation 
 Immediately following this introduction, Chapter 2 reviews research into cross-
linguistic influence, its manifestation across different linguistic and non-linguistic 




outcome CLI will be present. Both internal and external approaches to predicting cross-
linguistic influence will be discussed in addition to gaps in the research and future 
directions of study to expand our understanding of cross-linguistic influence. 
 In Chapter 3, the specific structure under consideration, namely, the semantics of bare 
and definite nominals in Spanish and English will be reviewed. First, a basic description 
of the distribution of the bare and definite determiner in the two languages will be 
offered, with an emphasis on singular mass and plural count nouns in subject and direct 
object position. However, some exceptions to each language’s general tendencies will be 
noted, due to their presence in the input bilinguals receive as possible perceived 
contradictory patterns. Following a description of these basic facts, the major theoretical 
approaches to explaining the differences between Spanish, English and other human 
languages will be discussed, and, finally the differences between Spanish and English 
will be summarized in table format and the learning tasks of each of the bilingual groups 
outlined. 
 Chapter 4 includes a review of the relevant literature regarding the monolingual, 
bilingual and L2 acquisition of bare and definite nominals, with a focus on Spanish and 
English, but also drawing upon research on other language pairs when relevant. These 
reviews will highlight the limitations of this previous research and justify the need for the 
current study. The chapter will conclude with the presentation of this study’s specific 
research questions as well as the hypotheses regarding expected outcomes. 
 In Chapter 5, the methodology and results are discussed. Specifically, the participants, 
tasks and statistical analyses will be described. These will be discussed and related to my 




dissertation, its limitations suggestions for future studies that may build upon the findings 











 Bilingual speakers and those who interact with them know intuitively that these 
speakers’ two languages somehow affect each other; in other words, some level of cross-
linguistic influence (CLI) is present. However, predicting with any reliability when and 
how this influence will manifest itself is a much more complex question, which the fields 
of language acquisition and bilingualism have addressed by studying different groups of 
bilinguals (Gass, 1996; Gass & Selinker, 1992; Jarvis; 2011; Odlin, 2003; Paradis & 
Navarro, 2003; Romaine, 1995; Weinreich, 1953). Past research on second-language (L2 
learners) and heritage speakers of minority languages (HS) has tended to focus only on 
level of “target” production or, in other words, quantitative differences in CLI as 
compared to a monolingual norm. However, the study of the behavior of these bilinguals 
when they do not conform to the monolingual norm, what I will refer to as qualitative 
differences in CLI, has been neglected despite its importance for theories of bilingualism. 
In addition, CLI cannot be fully understood until the representations of related structures 
in both of a bilingual’s two languages are compared. Without knowledge as regards both 
of a bilingual’s languages, it is impossible to determine whether the source of differences 




characteristic of bilinguals such as a desire to reduce processing load or a heightened 
level of metalinguistic awareness. The present study aims to add to this line of research  
by studying the nature of both languages among different populations of bilinguals who 
vary in terms of AoA, proficiency, dominance and language experience to determine 
whether they show evidence of possessing grammars affected by different levels 
(quantitative) and/or types of CLI (qualitative) when producing and interpreting bare and 
definite nominals in Spanish and English. This chapter will discuss approaches to CLI 
including structural or internal approaches as well as recent findings obviating the failure 
of these approaches to explain all the data and necessitating the inclusion of individual or 
external factors in theories of CLI. Finally, the current state of the question will be 
summarized in a conclusion along with the limitations of previous research and the gaps 




2.2 Cross-linguistic Influence 
 Cross-linguistic influence or transfer can be broadly understood as the influence of 
one-language on another. Odlin defines transfer as “the influence resulting from the 
similarities and differences between the target language and any other language that has 
been previously (and perhaps imperfectly) acquired” (1989, p. 27). However, as noted by 
Odlin himself, this definition does not clarify exactly what is meant by “influence” (2003, 
p. 436), and was soon expanded upon by Schachter (1974) who conducted a seminal 
study on avoidance in SLA. Specifically, she argues that a purely contrastive approach to 




conducted a study on the acquisition of English relative clauses by L2 learners of Persian, 
Arabic, Chinese and Japanese to determine whether a contrastive analysis between each 
language and English would predict the errors found in the learners’ writing. However, 
her results revealed that the Persian and Arabic speakers made significantly more errors 
in relative clause production in comparison to the Chinese and Japanese learners, a fact 
which was not predicted by her contrastive analysis of the language pairs. What she did 
find was that both the Chinese and Japanese learners of English produced significantly 
fewer relative clauses than the Persian and Arabic learner groups. This leads her to 
conclude that a difference between a learners and L1 and L2 does not only manifest itself 
in errors resulting in direct transfer but also in avoidance of structures not found in their 
L1. This is especially important for language teachers to consider, given that a simple 
error analysis of this data would suggest that the Chinese and Japanese groups do not 
need special classroom attention focused on relative clauses, due to their relatively low 
error rate in this area.   
In order to more accurately capture the variety of behaviors that L2 learners exhibit, 
Sharwood-Smith proposes a term that has persisted in the literature, cross-linguistic 
influence (CLI), which, he argues, can be used as a term for both L1 influence on the L2, 
L2 influence on the L1 (in cases of attrition) and for any other language a learner may 
possess (in L3, L4, LN acquisition) (1983). He states that CLI can be understood as 
possibly manifesting itself in comprehension, production or other language-related 
activities such as judgment and, when present, CLI will be understood as a potential 




specific form, structure or function in a particular language when any of these outcomes 
can be attributed to the nature of one of a bilingual’s other languages.  
For instance, the overuse of subject pronouns in pro-drop languages such as Italian 
among bilinguals in comparison to monolingual speakers can be attributed to influence 
from non pro-drop languages such as English or German (Al-Kasey & Pérez-Leroux, 
1998; Isabelli, 2003; Liceras, 1989; Liceras & Díaz, 1999; Paradis & Navarro, 2003; 
Pérez-Leroux & Glass, 1999; Rothman & Iverson, 2007a, 2007b, 2007c; Serratrice, 2002; 
Serratrice, Sorace & Paoli, 2004; Tsimpli & Roussou, 1991). In contrast, the same 
behavior would not be attributed to CLI if the bilingual’s other languages included pro-
drop languages such as Spanish. It remains important to consider that bilingualism effects 
(Barac & Bialystok, 2012; Nicoladis, Pika & Marentette, 2009; Nicoladis et al., 2012; 
Pirvulescu, Pérez-Leroux, Roberge, Strik & Thomas, 2014; Yan & Nicoladis, 2009), or 
differences present in a bilingual’s grammar, processing strategies or conceptualizations 
may be due to the presence of a second language and its use (along with the resulting 
decrease in use of the other language) and can be considered CLI although their effects 
do not necessarily depend on the specific characteristics of the other language, but rather 
its mere presence. However, this study will differentiate between CLI and bilingualism 
effects (Barac & Bialystok, 2012; Pirvulescu, et al., 2014; Yan & Nicoladis, 2009; 
Nicoladis, et al., 2009; 2012), which lead to performance in one of a bilingual’s 
languages that cannot be explained by recurring to the nature of the other language.  
This distinction was found to be important in interpreting the results from a 2009 
study conducted by Nicoladis, Pika and Marentette, who compared French-English 




watch a video clip and then retell the story to the researchers. The authors found that the 
bilingual group gestured more than either monolingual group in both of their languages 
and concluded that bilinguals do not gesture more because they are transferring gesture 
behavior from one of their languages to the other, but that this represents a bilingual 
strategy more generally. Thus, there are some behaviors exhibited by bilinguals that 
differ from a monolingual norm that result from the simple fact of managing two 
languages, of being bilingual. Similar results with object omission were found among a 
study of simultaneous French-English bilingual children who favored the default 
representation, or object omission longer than monolingual children (Pirvulescu et al., 
2014). In this case, the authors specifically refer to this phenomenon as a “bilingual 
effect”. 
As was mentioned above, we have a wealth of data describing the outcomes of CLI 
and bilingualism, but predictive power was still missing in these theories. I will now turn 
to a review of studies that have attempted to delineate when, with which structures and 
with which speakers CLI will occur. I will then discuss how all of these predictions fall 
short of explaining bilingual data, especially considering new findings comparing L2 and 




2.3 Structural Approaches to Bilingual Competence 
 In order to describe CLI and predict its presence and outcomes, many structural or 
internal approaches to CLI appeared, which compared language pairs, also referred to as 




Important work comparing bilingual speakers of Romance and Germanic languages and 
the variables constraining object drop use led to the proposal of two main criteria needed 
for CLI to exist. Specifically, bilinguals would transfer from a Language A with one 
option to a Language B with two options, one of which was similar to the sole option in 
Language A, if and when this structure required pragmatic knowledge (Hulk & Müller, 
2000). Variations on this idea were proposed under the Interface Hypothesis (Serratrice et 
al., 2004; Sorace & Serratrice, 2009) and the Surface Overlap Hypothesis (Yip & 
Matthews, 2009). 
  Beyond simply hypothesizing that structures requiring access to information provided 
in the discourse, research has also tried to discuss why this should be the case. 
Specifically, from a generative perspective, it has been proposed that structures requiring 
access to the higher projections such as the CP create difficulties for bilinguals due to the 
need to process a larger syntactic structure. Platzack tested several groups of speakers of 
Swedish, including very early L1 learners, adult L2 learners, speakers with Broca’s 
aphasia and children with specific language impairment on structures in what he refers to 
as the C-domain (named after the Complementizer Phrase based on Rizzi’s split CP, 
(1997)) and other structures in the I-domain (Inflectional Phrase) or lower, which are 
lower in the tree (2001). Specifically, the structures tested in the C-domain were 
obligatory finite verbs (in FinP), verb second structure, obligatory subject use and wh- 
question formation. The structures tested in the I-domain were the placement of non-
finite verbs with respect to their arguments and the placement of verb particles. Data 
from corpora and analyses of previous research reveal that all groups of speakers 




differ, albeit sometimes to small degrees, from monolingual native speakers with the C-
domain structures. As a result he proposes that the C-domain is processed and produced 
in a different area of the brain than the I-domain. 
Laleko & Polinsky (in press) come to a similar conclusion, but suggest a slightly 
different underlying cause for difficulties found in the C-domain. They hypothesize that 
structures that are higher in the CP domain would pose more difficulties for bilinguals. 
This hypothesis is based on the notion from generative syntax that structure is built from 
the bottom up and that any higher structure implies that all the structure below is present. 
Therefore, the authors predict that the larger structure entails greater processing costs, 
which become apparent in bilingual grammars due to their already high level of cognitive 
load (Bialystok, 2009). Results from a study on subject and topical particle usage with 
heritage speakers of Japanese and Korean revealed that topicalization (a CP projection) 
does pose more difficulty for the heritage speakers, and, moreover, the authors find that 
anaphoric topics, which are higher in the CP, are more difficult than contrastive topics. 
These results seem to support a role for the size of a syntactic structure in its vulnerability 
to bilingualism effects or CLI, however, many more structures across different languages 
must be tested to confirm this pattern (Laleko & Polinsky, in press). Also, if, as has been 
discussed in current research, syntax is sent to spellout in phases (Chomsky, 1999; 2001), 
it is not clear that a higher structure would, in fact, entail a larger processing cost than a 
lower structure.  
 While we know that discourse-related structures are difficult for bilinguals, there may 
be other explanations besides the size of the structure that can account for these findings. 




tree are difficult, not because they entail a larger structure, but because language is 
acquired from the bottom up. That is the VP shell would be among the first things to be 
acquired, while the CP would be among the last. Therefore, if a bilingual undergoes 
incomplete acquisition to any degree, it should be supposed to occur most frequently with 
structures high in the tree. Sorace (2011), on the other hand, does not agree that the size 
or the location of these discourse-related structures in the tree underlies their variability 
among bilinguals. She argues that the simple fact of connecting referents in the discourse 
to syntactic structure, no matter its size or location, requires a greater processing cost, 
leading to difficulty mastering these portions of the grammar. All of these hypotheses 
propose different causes of bilinguals’ difficulty incorporating discourse and syntax. 
However, they are all based on structural accounts to bilingual competence, considering 
only internal factors affecting bilingualism. 
While these ideas have, for the most part, been the focus of much CLI research over 
the last 15 years, their strong predictions, stating when CLI can or will occur, has led 
some researchers to prefer a continuum of vulnerability rather than a dichotomy of 
vulnerable or invulnerable. For example, research comparing L2 learners and heritage 
speakers of Spanish find variable levels of difficulty with CP related structures, 
suggesting an interaction between language experience, AoA and linguistic domain. For 
example, on a written production task testing subject-verb inversion in embedded wh- 
questions, which is obligatory in Spanish, Frank (2013) found an advantage for heritage 
speakers. Additionally, neither the L2 learners nor the heritage speakers showed 




and frequency are factors in making structures in the C-domain more difficult for 
bilingual speakers. 
Similar results were found in a study of L2 learners and heritage speakers’ use, 
interpretation an acceptance of double complementizer questions in Spanish, or 
embedded wh- questions introduced by the complementizer que in addition to being 
followed by a wh- pronoun (Cuza & Frank, 2015). In Spanish, these can be selected for 
by a verb of saying such as decir ‘to say’ and still have a +wh interpretation, while in 
English this is not possible. Again, HS were shown to have an advantage over L2 learners 
on the production and interpretation tasks. These two studies seem to suggest that, while 
C-domain structures are more difficult, performance is not uniform across all bilingual 
groups, but rather can vary based on differences in language experience and AoA.  
 However, one study with another C-domain structure has yielded different results, 
suggesting that heritage speakers do not have an advantage in this area, specifically 
Bruhn de Garavito (2002) compared these two groups of speakers to monolinguals in 
terms of their preference regarding wh- matrix question formation with and without 
inversion and found no differences between the two bilingual groups and the monolingual 
controls, suggesting that this area of the CP domain may not be vulnerable to CLI, in 
contrast to Frank (2013), however, this study did not analyze embedded Wh- question 
formation which Frank found to be the most difficult for bilingual speakers.   
  In response to this apparently conflicting data, de Prada (2013) has proposed a more 
global theory addressing this issue referred to as The Vulnerability Hypothesis. This 
hypothesis attempts to predict the “vulnerability” of any particular structure to CLI based 




of structural overlap in the language pair. That is, any combination of the variables 
mentioned may contribute to how vulnerable a certain domain is to CLI, creating a 
continuum of vulnerability rather than a rigid dichotomy of vulnerable vs. invulnerable. 
This is preferable since it does not make strong predictions in terms of which structures 
will always be difficult and which structures will never be difficult, but rather offers 




2.4 Issues with Structural Approaches to CLI 
 Despite this more tentative approach, theories attempting to predict CLI based on the 
structure and linguistic domain have proved to be insufficient to explain the wealth of 
data from bilingual speakers that has been published. Specifically, research with HS or 
native speakers of a minority language whose L2 eventually becomes the dominant 
language due to its status as a majority language in the community has flourished as a 
result of the increased numbers of these speakers in the United States, and has 
consequently advanced the fields of bilingualism and language acquisition. Often, these 
speakers’ language use is compared to that of L2 learners of similar proficiency or to 
younger bilinguals. As this research has been conducted, it has become clear that, when 
analyzing the same structure and the same language pair, several qualitatively different 
outcomes are possible. Clearly, in these cases (such as those presented below), a purely 
structural account of CLI is insufficient.  
 For instance, Spanish, French and Italian (among other languages) have two 




marks [+perfective] aspect while imperfect morphology marks [–perfective]. English, on 
the other hand, does not make this distinction morphologically, containing only the past 
tense marker -ed. Following a structural-based account of CLI would lead one to predict 
transfer from English to Spanish or French among all bilingual speakers of these 
language pairs. However, this is not what has been found. Research studying knowledge 
of the uses of preterite and imperfect morphology among heritage speakers (Montrul, 
2002; Silva-Corvalán, 1994; Zentella, 1997), bilingual children (Cuza & Miller, 2015; 
Miller & Cuza, 2013; Potowski, 2005; Rocca, 2002; Wiberg, 1996) and L2 learners 
(Andersen & Shirai, 1994; Bardovi-Harlig & Bergström, 1996; Salaberry, 1999) have 
found that different types of CLI occur across different groups and proficiency levels. For 
example, among bilingual children as well as low-proficiency L2 learners, the preterite 
may be used as a default form, suggesting transfer from the English simple past –ed 
(Cuza & Miller, 2015; Miller & Cuza, 2013; Potowski, 2005; Rocca, 2002; Wiberg, 
1996). In contrast, the tense and aspect systems of the HS and higher proficiency L2 
learners seem, not characteristic of transfer, but rather of simplification as suggested by 
the Aspect Hypothesis (Andersen, 1991; Andersen & Shirai, 1994; 1996). These speakers 
use the preterite and imperfect in their most prototypical combinations, that is, the 
preterite with telic predicates and the imperfect with atelic predicates (Andersen & Shirai, 
1994; Bardovi-Harlig & Bergström, 1996; Montrul, 2002; Salaberry, 1999; Silva-
Corvalán, 1994; Zentella, 1997).  
 Similar findings have appeared with regards to the acquisition of differential object 
marking (DOM) in Spanish. DOM refers to the marking of [+animate, +specific] direct 




mark any direct objects, regardless of their semantic features. With respect to CLI, 
bilingual children usually exhibit convergence of the Spanish grammar to the English 
grammar and omit the marker (null forms for ±animate, ±specific). Additionally, no 
errors of overextension (use of the marker when inappropriate) have been found among 
bilingual children (Cuza, Miller & Pérez-Tattam, 2014; Montrul, 2011; Montrul & 
Sánchez-Walker, 2013; Ticio, 2015). The HS show overall higher proficiency, but, when 
unsure, they have been found to produce commission errors, or to overproduce the a 
marker, suggesting simplification of the semantic constraints on DOM in Spanish (a 
marking ±animate, ±specific) (Cuza, et al., 2014; Montrul & Sánchez-Walker, 2013). 
With L2 learners, use of the marker has been found, but in a limited number of contexts 
and especial difficulty when two semantic constraints were combined, again suggesting 
simplification of the Spanish system, rather than convergence with English (Guijarro-
Fuentes, 2012; Guijarro-Fuentes & Marinis, 2007; Martoccio, 2012). However, more 
recent research with L2 learners suggests the use of a convergence strategy since high 
rates of omission of the a marker were found even in the prototypical [+animate, 
+specific] contexts (Cuza, Miller & Ortiz, forthcoming; Farley & McCollam-Wiebe, 
2004; Montrul, 2010; McCollam-Wiebe, 2003).  
 These examples providing evidence of different types of CLI among different 
populations on the same structure in the same or similar language pairs are not the only 
findings that call purely structural-based approaches to CLI into question. Through 
extensive research with L2 learners, long-term immigrants and bilingual children and 
adults, research has shown that CLI can occur in virtually any area of the bilingual 




& Thomas, 2011) and even areas where surface overlap does not exist or would predict 
different outcomes.  
 Despite predictions that CLI should only be present with structures on an interface, 
evidence for transfer among bilinguals was found in subject-verb inversion in embedded 
wh- questions in Greek, a purely syntactic phenomenon with no semantic or pragmatic 
constraints. In Greek, wh- question formation requires the movement of the verb from T 
to C resulting in inversion of the subject and verb in the surface structure. In English, 
embedded Wh- questions do not require such movement of the lexical verb, leaving the 
original surface order unchanged. In (2), for example, the subject “Helen” precedes the 
verb “wore”, while in (1), the verb efage “ate” has moved and now appears before the 
subject Maria. 
 
(1) a.   Den  thimate     [ti     efage  i    Maria] 
  not   remember what ate      the Maria 
 b. *Den thimate     [ti     i    Maria efage] 
  not  remember what the Maria ate 
(2) a.  He doesn’t remember [what Helen wore] 
  b. * He doesn’t remember [what wore Helen] 
(Argyri & Sorace, 2007, p. 85) 
 
 Data from English-dominant bilingual children’s productions of questions revealed 
the presence of CLI at the syntax proper as evidenced by a lack of subject-verb inversion 




(Cuza, 2013) and clitic climbing (Pérez-Leroux et al., 2011) suggest that CLI can, in fact, 
occur in a much larger variety of structures than originally thought.  
 More evidence for the lack of strong structural constraints for CLI comes from data 
suggesting that bilinguals produce innovative structures, which are not a result of 
structural overlap, either because no structural overlap exists or because it fails to predict 
the outcomes in the data. For example, as will be discussed later in more detail, Italian 
(and other Romance languages including Spanish) require an overt determiner with all 
subjects, whereas German (and other related languages like English) license a bare NP 
subject when a plural count or mass noun is generic. However, data from German 
monolinguals suggest that this distinction is not as clear-cut as originally thought. That is, 
some speakers seem to allow an overt determiner in generic contexts, suggesting a 
possible optionality of the bare subject. Interestingly, in a study analyzing German-Italian 
bilingual adults’ acceptance and interpretation of bare subject nominals in German, the 
results showed that bilingual speakers were more categorical (showed less variation) than 
monolingual German speakers (Kupisch & Barton, 2013). The authors suggest that this 
elimination of variation from one of a bilingual’s languages could represent a processing 
strategy or could be a result of their higher metalinguistic knowledge in comparison to 
monolingual speakers (Jessner, 2006). In sum, the data presented by these speakers 
cannot be explained by direct structural influence. In fact, these speakers do the opposite 
of what structural accounts of CLI would predict, meaning that some other motivation for 
the nature of bilingual grammars must exist.  
 Another study on the use of null vs. overt pronouns by child bilinguals of Spanish-




drop language (English) would lead to more difficulty accepting null subjects in Italian (a 
pro-drop language) in comparison to speakers of two pro-drop languages (Spanish and 
Italian) (Sorace, Serratrice, Filiaci & Baldo, 2009). Interestingly, results show no 
differences between the two groups in terms of their performance on an elicited 
acceptability judgment task. That is, both bilingual groups accepted more overt subjects 
in Italian than the child monolingual and adult monolingual groups. These results, again, 
suggest that bilingualism effects in general, as opposed to CLI resulting from the 
presence of another language, are leading to unexpected results and innovative behavior 
among bilinguals.  
  Similar data that cannot be explained by structural approaches to CLI has been found 
in studies on gender in object marking in Cantonese (Kwan, 2014), question formation 
(Strik & Pérez-Leroux, 2011), and copula choice (Silva-Corvalán, 1994). All of these 
findings have led the field to search for more complete models of bilingual grammars and 
CLI. In the next section, some individual factors, also referred to ask external factors 
since they are not based purely on structural overlap (language-internal factors), affecting 




2.5 Individual Factors and Predicting CLI 
 The difficulties discussed involved in creating predictive hypotheses based on an 
internal or structural basis has led researchers to focus more on individual variables 
which may influence levels of attainment. What remains to be seen is, when two 




between these populations can explain such findings. The thinking behind these 
approaches is expressed by Putnam and Sánchez (2013) who suggest that bilingual 
grammars are in a persistent state of featural reassembly in which, based on the relative 
frequency of activation of certain phonological forms for comprehension and production, 
syntactic/semantic features from one of a bilinguals’ languages may be mapped to 
phonological forms from another language. This approach, in contrast to previous work, 
emphasizes the importance of individual differences in exposure to and use of each of a 
bilingual’s languages, and, as a result, can hope to explain the data previously discussed. 
Specifically, age of onset of acquisition (AoA), proficiency, dominance and language 




2.5.1 Age of Onset of Acquisition 
 The discussion of the effects of AoA on ultimate attainment in an L2 is not new. 
While the strong version of a Critical Period Hypothesis (Johnson & Newport, 1989) is 
no longer the leading framework in SLA, theories such as, The Failed Functional 
Features Hypothesis (Hawkins & Chan, 1997), Full Transfer/Full Access (Schwartz & 
Sprouse, 1996) and the Fundamental Difference Hypothesis (Bley-Vroman, 1990) and 
comprehensive studies studying differences in ultimate attainment across learners with 
different AoAs (Bialystok & Hakuta, 1994; DeKeyser, 2000; Flege, Yeni-Komshian & 
Liu, 1999) demonstrate that the differences between monolinguals and L2 learners cannot 
be denied even if one disagrees as to their source (Jia, 1998). Overall, an older AoA has 




will become native-like (DeKeyser, 2000; Flege, Birdsong, Bialystok, Mack, Sung & 
Tsukada, 2006). 
 Recently, the field has looked into differences in AoA between HS and L2 learners 
showing advantages for HS in some areas and L2 learners in others. In particular, it is 
argued that HS have advantages with structures learned early in monolingual acquisition. 
For example, HS have been found to have an advantage with the acquisition of phonetic 
and phonological characteristics of their heritage language in comparison to adult L2 
learners, however with morphosyntactic structures that are acquired later, L2 learners and 
HS performed similarly (Au, Knightly, Jun & Oh, 2002). Additionally, within 
morphosyntax, HS have been found to have an advantage with tense and aspect, which is 
acquired earlier, but not with the subjunctive mood, acquired later (Montrul & Perpiñán, 
2011). A related line of research has also compared HS with differing AoA, generally 
separating them into simultaneous and sequential bilinguals (Meisel, 2001). These 
studies, for the most part, have shown that sequential bilinguals maintain the heritage 
language to a greater degree than simultaneous (Mazaro, Cuza & Colantoni, 2016; 
Montrul, 2002; Montrul, de la Fuente, Davidson & Foote, 2013) although recently 
Montrul & Ionin (2012) as well as Kupisch (2012) found no differences between these 
groups in the knowledge of the semantic features of Spanish articles. Kupisch argues that, 
to explain her data, time spent immersed in one of a bilingual’s languages was a better 
predictor of their performance than AoA.  
 Despite a breadth of research analyzing the role that AoA plays in determining 
ultimate attainment (or the quantitative CLI), studies exploring its effect on the type of 




do, are lacking. AoA is just one of the factors that could help us explain why studies on 
the structural approaches to CLI yield differing results with different populations. In this 
next section, I will discuss language dominance as another potential variable influencing 




2.5.2 Language Dominance 
 Initially, research assessing the role of language dominance in language acquisition 
was moot since L2 learners are almost always dominant in the L1 and monolingual 
children are only exposed to one language. However, with the recent expansion of 
research with bilingual children and adults, the role of dominance has begun to be 
understood. Specifically, it has been shown that transfer is more likely to occur from the 
dominant language to the non-dominant language (Döpke, 1998; Paradis & Genesee, 
1996; Yip & Matthews, 2005). However results are not conclusive. Argyri & Sorace 
(2007) found evidence of transfer from Greek to English among English-dominant 
bilinguals, suggesting that transfer can affect a dominant language. 
 The role of dominance in determining the direction of transfer is not the only way in 
which dominance has been studied. For example, research on the role of dominance in 
predicting language outcomes has sometimes shown advantages for those who are 
dominant in the studied language (Paradis, 2001) and has other times shown no effect 
(Cantone, Kupisch, Müller & Schmitz, 2008; Cuza & Miller, 2015). For example, Paradis 
(2001) explored the phonological system of French-English bilingual children and 




was evidence of CLI in precisely the directions predicted by language dominance. That 
is, French-dominant children showed evidence of influence from the French phonological 
system on the English system and the English-dominant children showed the opposite 
trend. On the other hand, Cantone and colleagues report CLI among balanced bilingual 
children as well as from the weaker to the more dominant language in some cases 
(Cantone et al., 2008). The current study will add to this discussion by exploring the 
effect on both the extent and the direction of CLI among adults by testing Spanish and 





 As mentioned by Yip & Matthews (2006), language proficiency is not necessarily the 
same as language dominance, since language dominance is based upon a relative 
comparison between two languages and proficiency is not. For example, a bilingual child 
may be more English dominant than an adult L2 learner but less English proficient. Many 
studies in L2 and bilingual acquisition have shown differences in knowledge of 
morphosyntax (Gudmestad, 2012; Salaberry, 1999) as well as phonology (Archila-Suerte, 
Zevin, Bunta & Hernández, 2012; Colantoni & Steele, 2006) based on the speakers’ level 
of proficiency. These results are not surprising since many measures of proficiency are 
essentially measures of the morphosyntax and phonology of a language. What remains to 
be seen, however, is whether these differences in proficiency, not only lead learners to 
have different levels of target-like knowledge of a certain structure, but whether, when 




 In addition, proficiency in this study will be measured using a productive vocabulary 
task in order to test the hypothesis that a connection exists between functional features 
and lexical knowledge (Putnam & Sánchez, 2013). An effect for vocabulary size has been 
found for certain morphosyntactic domains closely tied to lexical acquisition such as 
gender assignment (Nicoladis & Marchak, 2011), however it is unclear whether this same 




2.5.4 Language Experience 
 While featural reassembly assumes a flexible grammar that shifts when changing 
linguistic conditions are altered, any current grammatical representations may be 
manifested differently based on the task used to measure them. That is, although speakers 
may draw on the same grammatical competence for a wide array of linguistic tasks, 
performance may vary as a result of individual linguistic experiences. Specifically, HS 
have been found to have advantages in naturalistic and oral tasks, while L2 learners excel 
in metalinguistic tasks (Cuza, 2012; Cuza & Frank, 2015; Montrul, Foote & Perpiñán, 
2008). These findings echo the proposal made by the Missing Surface Inflection 
Hypothesis (Lardiere, 2008; Prévost & White, 2000) for second language acquisition, 
which states that learners may possess native-like representations for the L2, but may not 
always be able to reliably produce them due to processing difficulties, especially in tasks 
with which the learner has relatively less experience. Lardiere (2008) looks mainly at the 
L2 English acquisition of Patty, a native Chinese speaker. The author analyzes Patty’s 




Patty’s production data, Lardiere concludes that Patty does have the underlying syntactic 
knowledge that English speakers have such as knowledge of definiteness. Her problems, 
however, lie in assembling the features of English into new clusters for production. 
Lardiere (2008) argues that at least some of the differences between L1 and L2 
acquisition should stem from difficulty with feature assembly since, with a parameter 
shift, we should see an abrupt shift to correct production that we rarely see. Similarly, L2 
learners do not always easily acquire languages that have similar parameter settings. 
(Lardiere, 2008) For example, Chinese has the features [+plural] and [+definite] 
(Lardiere, 2008) yet Patty does not always produce the pronouns in these cases. The 
author claims that when a feature is sometimes produced and other times omitted or 
produced incorrectly, we are seeing failure in feature assembly. 
 This idea of competition between a bilingual’s two languages has also been discussed 
as a general model for explaining language change and variation even among 
monolingual speakers. Specifically, a theory of “universal bilingualism” or “multiple 
grammars” has been proposed, which states that all speakers have different competing 
options for a given structure in their grammar, whether they come from a different 
language, a different dialect of their language or an older stage of their language (Amaral 
& Roeper, 2014; Roeper, 1999). Both of these theories highlight the importance of 
activation or use of various structures in order for them to be easily and consistently 
accessed by a speaker.  
Therefore, bilingual speakers would be expected to best access their grammatical 
representations when tested in modes with which they have linguistic experience. While 




often, a structure itself may be more or less frequent within a language. Given that 
featural reassembly is triggered by activation for comprehension and production, those 
phonological forms whose functional features are rarely activated in one language would 
be more likely to be assigned to functional features of the other language (Putnam & 
Sánchez, 2013). In fact, when testing bilingual children on the acquisition of gender 
agreement and assignment, more difficulties have been found with less frequent nouns 
and with nouns containing less canonical gender-marking morphology (Cuza & Pérez-
Tattam, 2016; Nicoladis & Marchak, 2011). These data support the idea that frequency of 
activation and language experience play a determining factor in bilingual competence. 
 Two important predictions follow from this line of reasoning. First, amount of 
exposure by an individual to a language should affect the amount and type of featural 
reassembly. Second, less frequent structures would also be assumed to be more 
vulnerable to CLI. In other words, a form-feature connection can be infrequently 
activated due to lack of use and exposure to that language or because the speaker does 
use and hear that language, but the features in question are simply uncommonly used. 
One of the goals of this study will be to test whether the predictions of these two 






 Based on the diversity of proposals discussed above, it should be clear that predicting 




due to the fact that so many plausible options exist. Some of the possible behaviors that 
have been discussed above will be reviewed here. These behaviors, all of which have 
been proposed in the field and supported by data, will be considered possible bilingual 
strategies. That is, different speakers, depending on their individual characteristics, may 
employ different strategies from among these options.  
 One possible bilingual strategy reported in the literature is transfer from the dominant 
language, meaning that features from a more-activated language are assigned to 
phonological forms of a less-activated language (Lardiere, 2008; Putnam & Sánchez, 
2013). Another possible outcome is transfer based on surface overlap. This can affect the 
language A that has two syntactic options, one of which overlaps with the only option in 
language B, in which case the language A will favor the one option present in both 
languages. (Hulk & Müller, 2000; Yip & Matthews, 2009) However, surface overlap can 
also be understood differently. That is, the language A that has two semantic features for 
one lexical item, one of which overlaps with the only option in language B will favor the 
one option present in both languages (Miller & Cuza, 2013; Yip & Matthews, 2009). 
Additionally, it is possible that bilinguals will develop a conservative grammar, meaning 
that variation in either of a bilingual’s languages will be less in comparison to 
monolinguals in order to reduce processing load (or as a result of higher metalinguistic 
knowledge) (Kupish & Barton, 2013). 
 Of course it is possible to find varying performance based on task type, meaning that 
different strategies will be employed based on the type of task used to assess linguistic 
competence and the amount of experience a speaker has with a given task type (Cuza & 




 In order to determine the factors that influence the appearance of these different 
possible outcomes, this study will explore the knowledge that three different groups of 
Spanish-English bilingual adults who differ in terms of AoA have of the semantic 
constraints regulating the use of determiners and bare nominals in their two languages, 
using a variety of different task types. By comparing systematically different groups of 
speakers and their performance in different task types, this study aims to explain why 
such differing results regarding CLI, such as those that have been reviewed here, have 
been found. In the next chapter, the structure under analysis will be discussed, followed 
by a discussion of previous research on the acquisition of the semantic features of articles 







CHAPTER THREE: THEORETICAL APPROACHES TO THE SYNTAX AND 





 This study will analyze the production, acceptance and interpretation of bare and 
definite nominals under different semantic conditions in both Spanish and English. This 
structure was chosen because both structural overlap and interface approaches to CLI 
would predict the presence of CLI in subject position. What is especially interesting 
about this structure is that, in the object position, no CLI is expected, since both 
languages behave similarly. However, as the object position is less frequent, it may be 
affected by CLI and treated analogously to nominals in subject position. By studying this 
particular context, the relationship between CLI, structural overlap and frequency can be 
better understood.  
 This chapter will review the differences between the syntax and semantics of 
nominals in argument position in Spanish and English. This study focuses on singular 
mass nouns and plural count nouns, due to the fact that they are thought to behave 
similarly with respect to their semantic properties (Borik & Espinal, 2015; Chierchia, 
1998). Following a description of the differences between Spanish and English, a brief
 review of some theoretical approaches to these differences will be discussed. First 




bare nominals will be reviewed (Longobardi, 1994; 2001; Vergnaud & Zubizarreta, 
1992), followed by Chierchia’s parametric approach to the semantic properties of 
nominals, in addition to more recent updates to this proposal (Dayal, 2004; Borik & 
Espinal, 2015). As a conclusion to this chapter, the learning task for Spanish-English 




3.2 Bare Nominals and Reference to Kinds: An Introduction 
 Bare nominals and the crosslinguistic variation regarding the properties of nominals 
and references to kinds have been the focus of a large body of syntactic and semantic 
research (Carlson, 1977; Chierchia, 1998; Dayal, 2004; 2011; Longobardi, 1994; 2001 
i.a.). Specifically, some languages license nominals in argument positions without the 
appearance of a determiner while others require a determiner in order for a nominal to be 
interpreted as an argument rather than as a predicate. This line of research also has to do 
with references to kinds in that some languages utilize the distinction between bare NPs 
and DPs to express the semantic distinction between generic and specific reference. This 
is illustrated in examples (3) and (4) below from English. 
 
(3) Kids like ice cream. 
(4) The kids like ice cream. 
 
The difference in interpretation between these two sentences lies in the presence of the 




generic meaning. In addition, (3) could have an existential reading, meaning that there 
exist at least some kids who like ice cream, but not necessarily all of them (Dayal, 2011). 
However, in sentence (4), the use of the determiner changes the interpretation of the 
sentence, giving it a specific interpretation. That is, we are not referring to the entire kind 
“kids” but rather to some specific subset of kids that we know. 
 When discussing these issues, the distinction between mass and count nouns also 
becomes important due to the fact that number seems to influence the availability of 
different strategies for making reference to kinds. Mass nouns differ from count nouns in 
several ways, which allow them to pattern similarly to plural count nouns in terms of 
their licensing as arguments. Specifically, mass nouns refer to an undifferentiated 
substance while a count noun denotes a kind with subparts and individual members 
(Alexiadou, Haegeman & Stavrou, 2007). Examples (5) and (6) below illustrate this 
difference. 
 
(5) Bruce poured wine into the glasses.  
(6) Bruce poured nuts into the bowl. 
 
In (5), “wine” denotes a kind with subparts but no atomic members. That is, from a mass 
of wine, there are not distinguishable entities that can be clearly separated into different 
“wines”. However, among “nuts”, one can easily identify one atomic subpart of the group, 
in other words one “nut”. The examples (5) and (6) also exemplify some other 
characteristics of mass nouns vs. count nouns. That is mass nouns do not allow plural 




(7) *Bruce poured wines into the glasses.  
  
Similarly, mass nouns cannot take numerical determiners and must instead take a 
classifier or measure phrase in order to combine with numerals, as is shown in the 
examples (8) and (9). 
 
(8) *Bruce poured two wines into the glasses. 
(9) Bruce poured two bottles of wine into the glasses. 
 
In addition, some determiners occur only with count nouns while others occur only with 
mass nouns as can be seen in (10) and (11). 
 
(10) I didn’t eat many/*much nuts. 
(11) I didn’t drink *many/much wine. 
 
While this distinction is useful, it must also be noted that most count nouns can be made 
into mass nouns by treating them as an undifferentiated whole (see (12) and (13) below. 
The opposite is also true in that mass nouns can be made into count nouns if one refers to 
a specific subtype of the substance in involved (see (14) and (15) below).  
 
(12) Vickie bought several apples at the store.  
(13) Vickie put apple in the salad. 




(15) Bruce bought several Spanish wines at the store. 
 
Having introduced briefly the basic concepts involved in the semantics of nominals, the 
next section will now describe in detail how English makes reference to kinds and how it 




3.2.1 Bare Nominals in English 
 In English, as in many other Germanic languages, the mass/count distinction is 
especially important in determining the use of determiners. Specifically, in argument 
position, both plural count nouns and mass nouns appear without a determiner. 
 
(16) Lions live in the Sahara.  
(17) Water is a precious resource.  
 
In these instances, English behaves like Chinese and other languages that do not require a 
determiner for an NP to be referential. Now, consider: 
 
(18) *Owl is awake at night.  
(19) The owl/owls are awake at night. 
 
 As we can see in (18) and (19), English does require a D in order for singular count 




languages, including Spanish, and, as a result, the determiner in (19) can have a generic 
interpretation. However, with mass and plural count nouns, the choice between a bare NP 
and a DP entails a semantic difference in English. That is, as mentioned above, bare NPs 
can have a generic or an existential interpretation, whereas DPs have a specific 
interpretation. Therefore, the definite article with plural count and mass nouns in English 
can never receive a generic interpretation as in (20) and the bare NP cannot receive a 
specific interpretation as in (21), even though it can be grammatical with an existential 
reading.  
 
(20) #The water is a precious resource. [+generic] 
(21) #I returned books to the library. [+specific] 
 
 While the facts outline above hold true for the majority of English dialects, research 
on African-American English has shown that bare nominals in subject position can be 
interpreted as specific as shown below in (22) (Spears, 2004; 2007). 
 
(22) dog got fleas (count, specific) 
  ‘The dog’s got fleas’ 
(Spears, 2007, p. 426) 
 
 Clearly, this information is important to consider for studies of language acquisition, 
especially with bilinguals whose input is divided and may be more sensitive to 




lead L2 learners to overextend the bare nominal to specific cases, which is not 
permissible in other dialects of English.  
In summary, in most dialects, the English determiner has a specific interpretation 
while the bare NP has a generic or existential interpretation. The bare NP is licensed with 
plural count and mass nouns in both subject and object positions, however singular count 
nouns must always appear with a determiner. Keeping these facts in mind, the Spanish 





3.2.2 Bare Nominals in Spanish 
 In general, Spanish does not allow bare NPs in subject position with either mass or 
count nouns. As a result, the determiner, with both mass and count nouns (singular or 
plural) can receive a generic interpretation in addition to a specific interpretation. For 
example, in (25) “milk” can be interpreted as either the entire kind of “milk” or a specific 
“milk” that the interlocutors are familiar with. 
 
(23)  *Leones viven      en el   Sáhara. 
  lions     live-3PL in the Sahara 
  ‘Lions live in the Sahara.’ 
(24)  *Agua es un  recurso  valioso. 
  water is   a    resource precious. 




(25)  La leche es blanca. 
  the milk is white 
  ‘The milk/milk is white.’ 
 
However, as noted by Suñer (1982) and Laca (2013), this is not always the case and some 
bare nominals may occur in subject position in Spanish. These occur most often 
postverbally when the subject is not the topic and in presentational contexts. This is very 
common with unaccusative verbs such as faltar, and sobrar, and quedar as shown in (26) 
(Torrego, 1988) but can also occur with intransitive verbs as shown in (27), although the 
postverbal bare subject is argued to have a slightly different meaning than the preverbal 
version in (28) (Laca, 1999). 
 
(26) Faltan      vasos. 
  Lack-3PL glasses. 
  ‘Glasses are lacking.’ 
(27)  Juegan      niños      en  el   parque. 
  play-3PL   children in  the park 
  ‘Children play in the park.’ 
(28)  Los niños      juegan     en  el  parque. 
  the  children play-3PL in the park 





Even less frequently, these bare subjects appear in preverbal position in literary prose. 
Suñer (1982) proposes that only modified or coordinated nominals as well as focus-
fronted subjects can violate her Naked Noun Constraint and appear in these contexts (see 
(29), (30) and (31)). While these are rare in the input, and only possible in certain 
contexts, due to the non-categorical nature of this structure, bilinguals may have more 
difficulty producing and interpreting it.  
 
 (29)  Asistieron obispos. 
  attended    bishops 
  ‘Bishops attended.’ 
(30)  *Obispos asistieron 
   bishops    attended 
  ‘Bishops attended.’            (Laca, 2013: 96) 
(31)  Eléctricas letras verdes intermintentes anunciaron la llegada del vuelo. 
  ‘Flashing electric green letters announced the arrival of the flight.’  
   (Vázquez Montalbán, El delantero centro fue asesinado al atardecer, p. 213) 
 
Additionally, bare nominals, especially with the singular, have been found to be more 
common in newspaper headlines in American Spanish in comparison to Peninsular 







(32) Inflación   alcanza   9,9% en 12 meses    y    crecimiento de 5,5% supera  
    Inflation    reach-3sg 9.9% in 12  months and growth        of 5.5% exceed-3sg 
  expectativas 
  expectations  
 ‘Inflation reaches 9.9% in 12 months and 5.5% growth exceeds expectations.’ 
 
While this does make the input less categorical for learners of Spanish, especially in 
America, Sáez-Rivera argues that this change is not representative of influence from 
English or of general usage outside of newspaper headlines, and is instead due to a 
stylistic choice made by journalists to make the biggest impact on the front page by 
omitting function words. Therefore, in subject position, while Spanish generally requires 
a definite article with both generic and specific subjects, we have seen that this is not as 
categorical as it may seem at first glance. Having discussed subject nominals, I will now 
move on to a comparison of object nominals in Spanish in English. 
Interestingly, in object position, Spanish and English behave similarly, allowing bare 
NPs with mass and plural count nouns (Chierchia, 1998; Espinal & McNally, 2011) and 
disallowing them with singular count nouns as can be seen by the ungrammaticality of 
both the Spanish version in (35) as well as its English translation.  
 
(33)  Cuido       perros en el  refugio de Chicago. 
  care-1Sg dogs    in the shelter  of  Chicago  





(34)  Intento no     beber café. 
 try-1Sg NEG drink  coffee 
‘I try not to drink coffee.’ 
(35) *Veo      gato en el   parque. 
  see-1Sg cat    in the park 
  ‘*I see cat in the park.’ 
 
 Despite these perceived similarities in object position, Spanish does, in fact, have 
some cases in which bare singular objects are allowed in this position, specifically with a 
small class of verbs like tener, comprar, llevar, buscar, vender which suggest possession 
or exchange of possession (Espinal & McNally, 2011).  
 
(36) Busco        piso. 
  look.for-1Sg apartment 
  ‘I’m looking for an apartment.’ 
(37) Lleva        sombrero. 
  wear-3Sg hat 
  ‘He/She is wearing a hat/wears hats.’ 
(Espinal & McNally, 2011, p. 87-88) 
 
 In addition to these exceptions allowing bare singular objects in Spanish, some 
exceptions regarding the acceptance of bare plural and mass count nouns in object 




subject. An example is included below in (38) where the requirement of the article can be 
seen in contrast to its optionality in (39) depending on the interpretation desired.  
 
(38) Bill  detesta      el   salmón. 
  Bill detest-3Sg the salmon 
  ‘Bill detests salmon.’ 
(39) Bill  come  (el)  salmón. 
  Bill eat-3Sg (the) salmon 
  ‘Bill eats (the) salmon.’ 
 
 In summary, the Spanish determiner has both a specific and generic interpretation 
when in subject position with either mass or count nouns, while in object position, it 
generally has a specific interpretation and the bare NP has a generic or existential 
interpretation. The bare NP is licensed with plural count and mass nouns only in object 
positions, however singular count nouns must generally appear with a determiner. The 
next section will include a direct comparison of the Spanish and English systems for 




3.2.3 Comparison of Spanish and English Articles 
 The main difference between Spanish and English that is of relevance to this study 
concerns plural count and singular mass nouns with the feature [+generic]. Specifically, 




requires a null version. However, in object position the two languages usually behave 
similarly (Chierchia, 1998; for exceptions see Espinal & McNally, 2011; Laca, 1999). 
That is, the overt determiner is used with nominals that are [-generic], and the null 
appears with nominals that are [+generic]. These differences are summarized in Table 1 
and examples (40) through (43) below. As a result of the absence of the null option in the 
subject position in Spanish, the definite article must also allow the [+generic] 









(40) *(Las) cebras tienen rayas. 
  (#The) zebras have stripes. 
(41)  *(El) café es malo para los dientes. 
  (#The) coffee is bad for your teeth. 
(42)  Bebo (#el) agua para no deshidratarme. 
  I drink (#the) water so I don’t get dehydrated.  
(43)  Mi novio me regala (#los) bombones cada año para mi cumpleaños. 
  My boyfriend gives me (#the) chocolates every year for my birthday. 
Table 1 
Contrastive Analysis of Article Usage in Spanish and English 
 English    Spanish   
 +Generic -Generic    +Generic    -Generic        
Subject Bare Article    Article    Article        




3.3 Explanations for these Differences 
 Some of the first accounts addressing crosslinguistic variation in nominal systems, 
reference to kinds and the interpretation of articles addressed these differences from a 
syntactic perspective. For example, Vergnaud & Zubizarreta (1992) suggest that Spanish 
and other Romance languages have two types of determiners, one which is an expletive 
and only appears for syntactic readings with plural count nominals and in inalienable 
possession contexts. Inalienable possession contexts are those in which the possessed 
item in question is clearly possessed by another argument in the sentence. Below in 
example (41), Spanish use the definite article el to refer to Marta’s hair, whereas the 
English translation uses the possessive construction. 
 
(44)  Le              corto       el  pelo a César. 
  DAT-3sg     cut-1sg the hair to César 
  ‘I cut César’s hair.’ 
 
The other type of determiner has the canonical definite interpretation and is the only 
option present in English. Therefore, some type of relationship between using the definite 
article with inalienable possessions and the use of the definite article for generic 
interpretations would be expected. However, evidence from both monolingual and 
heritage speaker acquisition suggests no relationship between these two contexts exists, 
casting doubt upon this approach (Bauuw, 2002; Montrul & Ionin, 2010).  
 Another syntactic approach taking into account the DP hypothesis (Abney, 1987) was 




and that cross-linguistic and intra-linguistic variation is due to several factors regulating 
the appearance of a null D. He argues that, in properly governed positions, a null D can 
occur. Specifically, a complement of a lexical verb would be properly governed and 
would not need the appearance of an overt D. In the subject position, Longobardi argues 
that the appearance of a null or overt D depends on the strength of a feature regulating 
movement from N to D. Specifically, in those languages where bare subjects are not 
allowed, this feature is said to be weak. As a result, movement from N to D does not take 
place at S-structure but at LF. This surfaces, in languages such as English, as the presence 
of a bare subject. So far, this theory works for Spanish, except that some verbs do not 
allow for their complements to appear as bare nominals (see (35) above). In addition, it is 
unclear why post-verbal subjects should behave differently than pre-verbal subjects, since 
both should be generated as external arguments of the verb phrase (Laca, 2013). 
 Apart from the syntactic approaches mentioned to bare nominals above, important 
contributions from the field of semantics have also been made, including the seminal 
proposal by Chierchia (1998), known as the Nominal Mapping Parameter. Chierchia 
supposes that, semantically, nominals can play to roles, that of argument or that of 
predicate. However, different languages’ bare NPs do not all share the same default 
status. Specifically, there are three types of languages according to Chierchia, which are 









Cross-linguistic Variation according to the Nominal Mapping Parameter 
Feature Specification Denotation Language 
[-arg], [+pred] Predicates Romance languages 
[+arg], [+pred] Arguments or Predicates Germanic languages 
[+arg], [-pred] Kinds Chinese, Japanese 
 
 In order for [+pred] nominals in Romance and English to become arguments, they 
require a DP layer. However, when a nominal is already mapped as an argument, as 
sometimes happens, in English, a DP layer will not be projected due to the Avoid 
Structure Principle. Specifically, it is argued that mass nouns and plural count nouns are 
arguments as bare NPs and, therefore, will not project a DP. However, singular count 
nouns are predicates as bare NPs and must undergo the projection of a DP layer to gain 
reference. For this reason, it is said that English sometimes behaves like articleless 
languages and other times like Romance languages, which always require articles. Taking 
into account the fact that Spanish and other Romance languages allow bare NPs in object 
position, Chierchia follows a similar line of reasoning to Longobardi, suggesting that, in a 
properly governed position, a null D will be licensed. However, Chierchia differs from 
Longobardi in arguing that English and Spanish are not the same in these contexts. That 
is, English will not project a DP, since its mass and plural count nominals are already 
mapped as arguments, whereas Spanish will project a DP; it will just be null. While this 
approach explains much of the differences seen across the world’s languages, there still 
remain some questions to be answered such as why post-verbal subjects in Spanish 




allow optionality in terms of kind-denoting with bare a definite plurals (Ionin, Montrul & 
Santos, 2011; Schmitt & Munn, 1999; 2002) 
 For these reasons Dayal continued to explore this issue further (2004). She argues that 
the cross-linguistic variation present with references to kinds is not due to three 
parameter settings, but rather to a scale of different lexicalization options. That is, some 
languages will lexicalize the determiner for kind reference, while others will not. 
Therefore, the semantics of the definite determiner are different in English and Romance, 
meaning that in English it does not have a generic interpretation while in Spanish it does. 
This account places each language within a range of definiteness encoding, rather than 
just three parameter settings, and better explains languages like German, which allow for 
both bare and definite plurals to have a kind interpretation. Dayal’s (2004) account for 
cross-linguistic differences predicts that both bare and definite plurals can be kind-
denoting as has been argued for Brazilian Portuguese (Ionin et al., 2011; Schmitt & 
Munn, 1999; 2002). This dissertation may be able to find data to support this prediction. 
For example, if adult bilinguals or L2 learners produce both types of kind-denoting 
plurals, it would lend support to the idea that such a grammar is possible. 
 This approach has been challenged due to the fact that it requires ambiguity of 
interpretation of the noun and the determiner (either being able to be interpreted as 
generic or specific). For this reason, Borik & Espinal study structures that seem to be 
ambiguous such as the definite kind in Spanish and English to determine if some 
underlying difference exists (2015). For example, in (45) and (46), we see that the 
definite article is used in both instances in both languages. However, these sentences 




(45)  The owl is common 
  El búho es común 
(46)  The owl is in the tree. 
  El búho está en el árbol. 
 
 The authors argue that the definite article always has the same characteristics, that of 
an iota operator, but that depending on the number of the NP it combines with, the output 
will be different. For the examples above, (45) is thought to have no number, therefore 
the iota operator (definite article) provides a maximal sum of object interpretation. In 
(46), on the other hand, the NP has number, and, therefore, the iota operator provides the 
individual object interpretation. Similarly, the definite article with plural count and 
singular mass NPs in Spanish is also thought to be the same regardless of the final 
interpretation. What determines whether a generic or specific reading is expressed are the 
predicate’s selection properties and a coercion process shifting generic plurals to definite 
plurals. In contrast, English possesses a nom operator, which applies to pluralities, 
deriving a kind interpretation. However, this operator is hypothesized to be absent in 
Spanish. For example, as can be seen in (47), the k and i-level predicates do not coerce 
the definite into a kind reading, while the s-level predicate in (47c) does. 
 
 
(47) a. Los colibrís            son abundantes en Costa Rica 
      the hummingbirds are  numerous    in Costa Rica. 




  b. Los colibrís          vuelan hacia     atrás. 
      the hummingbirds fly     towards backwards 
     ‘Hummingbirds fly backwards.’ 
  c. Los colibrís            están enjaulados. 
      the hummingbirds are      in.caged 
      ‘The hummingbirds are in-caged.’ 
(Borik & Espinal, 2015, p. 217) 
 
 According to this hypothesis, the acquisition of English by Spanish-speakers would 
entail the acquisition of a new operator, while for English-speakers learning Spanish it 
would entail the acquisition of the coercion process as well as the selection properties of 
each type of predicate. 
 Based on the differences discussed above and some possible theoretical explanations 
for them, in the next section the learning tasks for English and Spanish bilinguals will be 




3.4 Learning Tasks 
 English-speaking L2 learners of Spanish will need to limit the use of a bare NP in 
production of subject nominals in Spanish, specifically in pre-verbal position. They also 
need to learn that the overt D in subject nominals can be interpreted as either generic or 
specific in Spanish. In contrast, no difficulties should be found with object nominals or 




 L2 learners of English, on the other hand, would need to restrict the usage of the overt 
D in generic subject nominals, which are plural count nouns or mass nouns. Similarly, 
these learners will have to learn that an overt D in English only has one interpretation in 
subject nominals, a specific interpretation, and can never receive a generic interpretation. 















 Having reviewed the principal differences between Spanish and English with regard 
to the distribution of bare and definite nominals, I am now able to address previous 
research on the acquisition of the syntax and semantics of articles in both subject and 
object position in English and Spanish with some reference to other languages when 
relevant. This chapter begins with a review of the L1 acquisition of article usage in order 
to have a point of comparison when analyzing the L2 and bilingual acquisition of the 
same phenomenon. That is, if we know how the syntax and semantics of articles develop 
in monolingual children, we can determine whether patterns found in bilingual speakers 
are normal acquisitional patterns or are affected by the presence of their other language. 
Following this section on monolingual L1 acquisition, studies on the acquisition of article 
usage and interpretation among bilingual children will be reviewed. Later, L2 and HS 
acquisition will be discussed. The goal of this review is to outline relevant gaps in the 
literature, thus motivating the current study, as well as to provide a basis for the 






4.2 L1 Acquisition 
 In order to determine what aspects of bilingual acquisition and performance are due 
to bilingualism effects or CLI, first, an understanding of how the syntax and semantics of 
bare NPs and DPs is acquired in isolation (i.e. in monolingual children) is needed. The 
types of errors they make as well as the length of time the children take to understand and 
map these features of their grammar in a similar manner to adult speakers can inform 
hypotheses of L2 and heritage language acquisition. For example, if a structure is found 
to be acquired late among monolinguals it may cause more difficulty for bilinguals as 
well. Similarly, if a comparable structure is acquired much earlier in one of a bilingual’s 
languages than in the other, we may expect the earlier acquired language’s option to be 
preferred in the bilingual mind. To this end, in the following section studies analyzing the 
acquisition of Spanish and English articles will be discussed. 
 In order to determine the age at which children begin to make use of the articles as 
semantic cues in English, one study tested 2, 3 and 4-year-old monolinguals learning 
English with an interpretation task in which the presence or absence of a determiner 
should trigger differences in response (Gelman & Raman, 2003).  
 
(48)  Here are two clouds. Now I’m going to ask you a question about clouds. What 
color are clouds? (picture of two pink clouds) 
 
  Expected response: white (generic interpretation of bare NP)  
          pink (#specific interpretation of bare NP)  




Results showed that, while errors are present among all three age groups, already by age 
2, children treat bare and definite plurals differently, preferring generic interpretations for 
bare plurals and specific interpretations for definite plurals. These results are important 
since they suggest that, from a very young age, children notice the contract between bare 
NPs and DPs in English. However, other studies do not report such ease when acquiring 
articles in English.  
 A year later, English and Spanish monolingual children between ages 4 and 7 were 
presented with a similar interpretation task (Pérez-Leroux, Munn, Schmitt & DeIrish, 
2004), and results showed that the Spanish-speaking children correctly interpret definite 
plurals as generic, but that English-speaking children incorrectly interpret definite plurals 
as generic. In addition, despite their generic interpretation of definite plurals, they also 
interpret bare plurals as generic, suggesting an optionality of the article among these 
children. The authors claim that the results suggest that English-speaking children pass 
through a Spanish-like phase early in acquisition. This may mean that Spanish will be 
easier to acquire for L2 learners than English would be for Spanish-speaking learners of 
English. It is unclear why these difficulties persist even until age 7 in this study, which 
would not be expected based on previous research (Gelman & Raman, 2003), but the 
results may not be mutually exclusive. It may be that children begin to use articles as 
cues to genericity, but do not consistently map the syntax to the semantics correctly until 
much later.  
 A similar study with Catalan and English-speaking preschool children aimed to 
explore whether similar patterns were found in the interpretation of object nominals with 




2011). This is an interesting question since, as mentioned in Chapter 3 for Spanish, 
Catalan is similar to English in object position in that the appearance of a determiner or 
bare nominal is determined by the genericity of the object. The authors aimed to see 
whether the English-speaking and Catalan-speaking children would acquire interpretation 
of the article with object nominals at similar rates given their similarity or whether the 
fact that Catalan subject nominals are acquired earlier than in English would lead the 
Catalan-speaking children to acquire this difference earlier than English-speaking 
children. The authors did find a slight advantage for the Catalan-speaking children, 
suggesting that the input, at least for children, in prompting acquisition of this semantic 
difference is not limited simply to the object context, but includes the subject position as 
well. Since, Catalan, similarly to Spanish, does not have mixed mapping according to the 
Nominal Mapping Parameter (they are both [-arg, +pred]), this difference is argued to be 
acquired earlier in Catalan and Spanish-speaking children as found in the study 
conducted by Pérez-Leroux et al. (2004). Based on the results from this study with object 
nominals, it appears that this advantage holds for both syntactic positions.  
 This question was explored in-depth through a comparison of children acquiring 
Dutch (like English), Catalan and Italian (Spanish-like) (Guasti, Gavarró, de Lange & 
Caprin, 2008). The results show that differences in development cannot be attributed to 
either input or prosodic conditions, but rather align nicely with the predictions of the 
Nominal Mapping Parameter as mentioned above. Specifically, through corpus data it 
was shown that Dutch children omit more articles than their Italian and Catalan-speaking 
peers at the same stage of development. The authors suggest, based on these findings and 




may be more difficult in terms of acquisition task. While these findings come from 
research with children, it is possible that such a universal difference may impact second 
language acquisition and bilingual influence as well.     
 While children seem to behave similarly with subject and object NPs and one study 
argues that parental input patterns don’t directly predict development of article usage 
(Guasti et al., 2008), Pérez-Leroux (in press) does mention in her review of the 
expression of genericity in child language that input is an important factor to consider 
when discussing development. Interestingly for the present study, Sneed (2008) reports 
that English mothers do produce generics frequently in the input, especially in subject 
position and that, in object position generics are limited to objects of a few psychological 
verbs. Similarly, for Spanish Pérez-Leroux and Battersby (2008) find that children are 
most accurate in Spanish with those contexts in which the adult input is categorical: 
singular count nouns and preverbal subjects. This may suggest that our bilinguals and 
possibly even monolinguals may have more difficulty with genericity in object contexts 
due to its relative infrequency and later acquisition.  
 Having reviewed the literature on the monolingual acquisition of the use and 
interpretation of articles in subject and object position, I will now turn to studies with 
bilingual acquisition seem to suggest a later age of mastery of these uses, in line with the 









4.3 Bilingual Acquisition 
 
 While no studies with young Spanish-English bilingual children have been 
conducted, several studies with young bilinguals of other Romance and Germanic 
languages can shed light onto the nature of the acquisition of articles in Spanish and 
English, due to their similarity, at least in this area. For example, one recent study tested 
6 to 10-year-old monolingual English and Italian speaking children on an Acceptability 
Judgment Task and compared them to English-Italian bilingual children as well as 
Spanish-Italian bilingual children (Serratrice, et al., 2009). The results show evidence of 
transfer from English to Italian, since these bilingual children accept bare plurals with a 
generic interpretation, and those living outside Italy sometimes accept them with a 
specific interpretation while monolinguals and Spanish-Italian bilinguals performed 
accurately (rejecting bare plurals). In English, results show that all children, even 
monolinguals, struggled using the semantic context to differentiate the grammaticality of 
bare and definite plurals. Since all child groups performed poorly, no differences were 
found between bilinguals and monolinguals. It may be that the task, an acceptability 
judgment task, was too metalinguistically taxing for such young children, and it is 
unclear whether transfer from Italian to English would have been found in another, less 
challenging task, such as interpretation or production. However, these results do seem to 
echo those of previous research suggesting that the English article system is harder to 
master (Pérez-Leroux, et al., 2004). In addition, data from German-Italian bilingual 




schooling, these bilingual children still overaccept generic readings with definite plural 
subject DPs, suggesting that this structure is indeed acquired later.  
 The consequence of this late age of acquisition is that we may see less age of onset 
effects when comparing simultaneous bilingual speakers to L2 learners. The hypothesis 
would be that structures that are acquired late pose more difficulties for bilingual learners 
who must divide their input and use between their two languages. A study comparing 
simultaneous bilinguals of Italian and German with Italian-speaking L2 learners of 
German reveals, in fact, that this may be the case (Kupisch, 2012). For those advanced 
L2 learners who had passed a substantial amount of time in Italy, no differences were 
found in comparison to the bilingual group with Italian as the non-dominant language on 
either an acceptability judgment task (AJT) or a truth-value judgment task (TVJT). That 
is, both groups overaccepted bare subject NPs in Italian. The author claims that, at least 
in this case, AoA is not the essential determining factor, but rather amount of exposure to 
the language in question. She concludes that, because the use of articles is acquired at a 
later age, it poses more problems for bilingual speakers. 
 A similar study comparing simultaneous bilinguals of French-German and Italian-
German performance on the same AJT and TVJT show that all bilinguals perform 
differently in comparison to German monolinguals, even those who are dominant in 
German and live in Germany (Kupisch & Barton, 2013). These bilinguals become even 
more conservative than German monolingual speakers, who allow for some amount of 
variation and optionality with the use of the article in subject position. The authors refer 
to this behavior as overcorrection and suggest that it may stem from either a processing 




bilingual can rule out some options when processing for comprehension and production, 
or it could stem from bilinguals’ heightened metalinguistic awareness and the fact that 
they are more aware of the exact semantic features associated with the use of bare NP and 
DP subjects (Jessner, 2006). The creation of a conservative grammar among bilinguals is 
interesting; however, it would be interesting to determine whether limiting variation 
could even be extended to different but comparable structures, such as direct object NPs 
or DPs, for which articles and bare NPs have slightly different semantics. Specifically, 
would bilinguals try to treat these two structures in a similar matter in order to reduce 
processing load as suggested by Bruhn de Garavito (2013), or will subject and objects not 
be perceived as similar enough for this analogy to be made? 
 Studies of the bilingual acquisition of articles in Germanic and Romance languages 
has raised some intriguing questions, such as the importance of the age of acquisition of a 
certain structure in determining the advantage that a young AoA confers to a speaker, as 
well as whether the bilingual strategy of overcorrection is extended to other properties of 
the grammar or is limited to structures in which the monolingual grammar is unstable 
and/or does not correspond with prescriptive rules. In contrast to these studies, which 
focus on the variables of AoA and language dominance, the next section reviewing 
studies of the L2 acquisition of the Spanish and English article systems will highlight 







4.4 L2 Acquisition 
  In order to better understand the directionality of CLI and the importance of AoA in 
comparison to proficiency, one study of Spanish-speaking L2 learners of English and 
English-speaking L2 learners of Spanish tested their interpretations of definite and bare 
plurals on a TVJT (Ionin, Montrul & Crivos, 2013). Participants were divided into three 
groups based on their proficiency in the L2 (low, intermediate, high), and their responses 
were compared with those of monolinguals’. Results show that low and intermediate L2 
learners of English interpret the definite plural as generic around 80% of the time. 
Advanced learners improve, accepting this interpretation only about 40% of the time, yet 
this is still a higher percentage than monolinguals. In the Spanish version, the low L2 
learners preferred to interpret definite plurals as specific significantly more than the other 
three groups. Overall, transfer is found in both directions, but always into the less 
dominant language, the L2, along with some evidence of recovery. These results suggest 
that, more than structural overlap, language dominance is a better predictor of CLI, at 
least with L2 learners.  
 Similar results comparing native speakers of differing languages learning Spanish 
also suggest that the L1 plays an important role in determining the nature of the bilingual 
grammar. That is, it seems that, among L2 learners, the preferred bilingual strategy, at 
least in this instance, is transfer from the L1. This is what Ionin and Montrul (2010) 
found in a study on intermediate and advanced Korean and Spanish-speaking L2 learners 
of English who were tested on their knowledge of article usage in English using an AJT 
and a TVJT. Their responses were then compared with monolingual speakers’. The 




over-accepting the generic interpretation of English definite plurals (as would be 
permitted in Spanish), while Korean speakers do not have this issue since their L1 is 
articleless. Interestingly, advanced Spanish-speaking L2 learners overcome this 
difficulty, suggesting that learners abandon this bilingual strategy at some point.  
 As mentioned above, based on previous research, the preferred method for L2 
learners seems to be transfer from the L1. However, more recent data suggests that L2 
learners also innovate and use other bilingual strategies, such as overcorrection, or 
extending a novel syntactic form to inappropriate contexts. This was found in data from a 
study of Spanish-speaking advanced L2 learners of English who completed a forced 
preference task, AJT, and sentence-completion task (SCT) to test knowledge of article 
usage with plural nominals in matrix and embedded clauses (Barajas, 2012). Their 
responses were compared to those of a control group of monolinguals. Difficulties similar 
to those found in previous research were found in the SCT and the AJT. Specifically, the 
learners overaccepted the definite plural in generic contexts in the AJT. However, in the 
FPT we see the opposite, the learners prefer the bare plural in generic contexts. 
Interestingly, we also see the overacceptance of a bare plural in specific contexts in the 
AJT as well as a preference for a bare plural in specific contexts in the preference task. It 
seems, then, that these learners understand that English allows for a bare plural, but have 
not yet mastered its semantic constraints. These results also suggest that bilinguals may 
try to innovate rather than simply transfer from one language to another. While these 
results are especially interesting and the methodology is unique, it is possible that a 




the unique results found. Therefore, a further analysis of this bilingual strategy and its 
causes is needed. 
 A later study analyzing the acquisition of Spanish by English speakers instead of the 
acquisition of English did not find results suggesting overcorrection or innovation. The 
authors compared 16 English-speaking advanced L2 learners of Spanish to 10 native-
speaker controls based on their judgments of felicitousness as a function of the 
interpretation of bare and definite subjects and preambles specifying a context and found 
that advanced English-speaking L2 learners of Spanish were able to correctly interpret 
definite plurals in Spanish as having either generic or specific interpretations (Cuza et al., 
2013). However, they over-accepted ungrammatical bare plurals in Spanish due to CLI 
from English. The authors claim that these results are in line with Full Transfer/Full 
Access accounts of SLA (Schwartz & Sprouse, 1996), that is that the default strategy for 
L2 learners is L1 transfer.  
 In response to these conclusions, Bruhn de Garavito (2013) highlights some important 
considerations that may lead us to interpret the data offered by Cuza and colleagues 
(2013) with more caution. Specifically, she notes that it is important to consider all types 
of nominals that learners will be exposed to rather than simply subject nominals when 
conducting a contrastive analysis between a certain language pair. For example, she 
suggests that it is important to explore object nominals, and cites examples from her 
classes in which students overproduce the determiner in contexts where the bare would 
be permissible in Spanish. If we take this into consideration, we may find data that does 
not coincide with a Full Transfer/Full Access account. She also brings up some important 




not balanced in terms of required response. Specifically, all questions containing a 
determiner were to be responded affirmatively. It would have been beneficial to include 
some control tokens that required a no response, in order to require participants to 
interpret the preamble as opposed to always responding ‘yes’ upon seeing a determiner. 
This response provides important methodological insights which will be incorporated into 
the present study.   
 Despite Bruhn de Garavito’s (2013) hesitance to fully embrace the results found by 
Cuza and colleagues (2013), their results are supported by a study comparing Japanese, 
Turkish and Spanish L2 learners of English, which finds that all three groups perform 
differently on a forced-choice elicitation task testing knowledge of the English article 
system and that these differences correspond exactly to the differences in their L1s, all of 
which have differing article systems (Snape, García-Mayo & Gürel, 2013). It remains 
unclear, then, why, for some speakers (adult L2 and bilingual speakers), sometimes other 
strategies apart from L1 transfer are available. It is unclear whether these results are due 
to the nature of the tasks, represent a step in the acquisition process, or depend on some 
individual characteristic of the learners. Clearly, more studies, incorporating the 





4.5 Heritage Language Acquisition 
 While studies with heritage speakers, a specific type of bilingual whose home 




upon entering majority-language schooling (Benmamoun, Montrul & Polinsky, 2010), 
are relatively new in the field of language acquisition, they can also provide some insight 
into the nature of a bilingual grammar since they share with other bilinguals an early 
AoA, but share with L2 learners a limited exposure to input and output in the less 
dominant language and limited contexts of use. Therefore, studies with these types of 
learners can be useful in that they may bridge the gap between the two previously 
mentioned populations and provide a more nuanced understanding of bilingualism.  
 To this end, one study with adult Spanish heritage speakers tested their knowledge of 
article usage in their two languages through three tasks (AJT, TVJT, picture-sentence 
matching) and compared their responses to age-matched monolinguals (Montrul & Ionin, 
2010). Based on the results, it seems that these speakers have more in common with L2 
learners with respect to the use of articles. Specifically, evidence for transfer was found 
in the Spanish tasks, in which the HS accepted ungrammatical bare plurals and 
interpreted definite plurals as specific more than monolinguals. The authors claim that 
these results are due to these speakers being English dominant, but no group of Spanish-
dominant bilinguals is tested to verify this claim. Similarly, the authors claim that 
reduced input caused these difficulties, but this variable was not controlled for. Also, no 
production task, where HS are known to perform better in the heritage language was 
used. 
 In a follow-up study, similar tasks with the addition of one picture-sentence matching 
acceptability task were presented to adult heritage speakers and adult L2 learners of equal 
proficiency (mean 39 on DELE=advanced to native like) in Spanish whose responses 




again supported the idea that bilinguals may perform like L2 learners in their less-
dominant language (Kupisch, 2012), since both groups were shown to accept 
ungrammatical bare plurals with generic reference and interpret definite plurals as 
specific more than monolingual and no significant differences were found between these 
two groups. 
 These studies with heritage speakers of Spanish suggest overall that the dominant 
language does not undergo significant influence from the non-dominant language, 
however since this has not been tested with heritage speakers of English in a Spanish-
context it is hard to determine whether dominance is the determining factor here, 
although some studies with L2 learners seem to suggest that this is the case (Cuza et al., 
2013; Snape et al., 2013). However, these results may be called in to question due to the 
fact that heritage speakers are known to perform most poorly on metalinguistic and 
written tasks in the minority language due to their lack of academic training in this 
language (Cuza & Frank, 2015; Montrul et al., 2014). Therefore, it may be the case that 





 Overall, we see that the acquisition of the syntax and semantics of articles in English 
and Spanish is no easy task. First of all, we see that, even among monolingual children, 
difficulties persist well into school age (Pérez-Leroux et al., 2004) and possibly even 
longer for bilingual children (Serratrice et al., 2009). These findings suggest that the 




L2 learners since it is acquired late. Studies with children also reveal that English-
speaking children seem to pass through a Spanish-like phase in which they are able to 
interpret definite DPs as either generic or specific, despite the absence of the generic 
option in English (Pérez-Leroux et al., 2004). This may suggest that acquiring Spanish 
may be easier than acquiring English, if it represents an earlier stage in child 
development. 
 Data from adult bilinguals suggest that dominance plays a major role in determining 
the direction and extent of CLI. For example, Kupisch (2012) found that simultaneous 
bilinguals and L2 learners of Italian who had spent similar amounts of time in Italy 
performed similarly on an AJT and TVJT, overaccepting bare NPs in Italian. These 
results suggest that dominance and amount of exposure play more of a role than AoA in 
determining CLI. Similarly, data from adult heritage speakers and L2 learners suggest 
that the more dominant language affects the less dominant language (Cuza et al., 2013; 
Ionin et al., 2013; Ionin & Montrul, 2010; Snape et al., 2013) and that bilinguals perform 
similarly to L2 learners in the non-dominant language (Montrul & Ionin, 2010; 2012). 
 The bilingual strategies found to be most common across the studies reviewed was 
CLI from the more-dominant language to the less-dominant language (Cuza et al., 2013; 
Kupisch, 2012; Ionin et al., 2013; Ionin & Montrul, 2010; Montrul & Ionin, 2010; 2012; 
Snape et al., 2013), however other strategies were also found. For example, bilinguals of 
German-French and German-Italian were found to contain a more categorical German 
grammar than monolinguals, which cannot be attributed to CLI, but rather to bilingualism 
effects and a possible need to reduce processing load (Kupisch & Barton, 2013). In 




contexts on an AJT and to have a preference for a bare plural in specific contexts in the 
preference task (Barajas, 2012). Both of these findings represent a hypercorrection and 
cannot be attributed to CLI from the dominant language, but must be attributed to some 
other bilingual strategy. These findings are also in line with Bruhn de Garavito’s (2013) 
intuitions about L2 learner overextension of definite nominals to object position where 
they are not always required.  
 It remains unclear why some studies report the appearance of differing bilingual 
strategies and how these related the individual characteristics of each speaker. This study 
would like to systematically explore different strategies used by different populations of 
speakers to see if any patterns emerge or whether the strategies used can be predicted in 
any way. To do so, a battery of tasks including an AJT and TVJT will be used in addition 
to an elicited production task, which should be a more on-line measure of production, 
will be completed by three different groups of bilingual speakers (L1EnglishL2Spanish, 
L1SpanishL2English and 2L1 Spanish/English) whose performance will then be 
compared to monolinguals’. It is important to add the elicited production task because 
heritage speakers are shown to excel more in naturalistic production tasks as opposed to 
more metalinguistic tasks (Cuza & Frank, 2015; Montrul et al., 2014). In this way, this 
study can offer a more complete view of the bilingual grammar, using performance on 
three different tasks as a window into competence (Mackey & Gass, 2005). In addition, 
this study will include an analysis of speakers’ performance with object nominals in 
addition to subject nominals. In this way, this study hopes to determine whether the 
possibility exists that bilinguals will generalize across related structures (treat them the 




more regularities in the language (Bruhn de Garavito, 2013; Kupisch & Barton, 2013). In 
these contexts, both Spanish and English behave similarly allowing both bare NPs and 
DPs depending on the genericity of the nominal in contrast to the differences we see 
between the two languages with subject nominals (see chapter 3). 
 By addressing the gaps mentioned above, this study hopes to determine which 
bilingual strategies are possible in the creation of a Spanish-English bilingual grammar 
with regards to the syntax and semantics of articles. In addition, this study aims to 
determine which factors are correlated with different bilingual strategy selection (see 2.5 
for review). In order to be sure that we correctly categorize bilingual strategies as either 
CLI or not, all bilinguals will be tested in both of their languages (Spanish and English). 
It is only with data from the both of a bilingual’s languages that we can conclude that 
behavior in language A is related to language B. As a result of these comparisons across 
groups, this study also hopes to shed light on the importance of individual factors such as 
AoA, input, dominance and proficiency to the bilingual grammar. This study’s specific 




4.7 Conclusions and Research Questions 
Here I will return to the possible strategies found in studies of language acquisition 
and bilingualism discussed in Chapter 2. I will add to them the specific data from the use, 
acceptance and interpretation of nominals I will expect to find as evidence of these 
bilingual strategies being employed. These possibilities are based on the review of 




carried out in Chapter 3 in addition to the findings previous research conducted on the 
acquisition of article usage reviewed earlier in this chapter. My hypotheses regarding the 




4.7.1 Transfer from Dominant Language 
Features from a more activated language are assigned to phonological forms of a less-
activated language (i.e. Putnam & Sánchez, 2013). In this instance we would expect to 
see the overuse and overacceptance of bare subjects among English dominant speakers, 
with no changes in object nominals. Similarly, the definite article is expected to be 
interpreted as specific, as it is in English. Among Spanish dominant speakers, we would 
expect to find an overuse and overacceptance of the definite article with generic subjects 
and no difficulties with object nominals. On the interpretation task, the definite article 
may be interpreted as generic, which is allowed in Spanish, but not in English. 
 English dominant: *Lechuga es verde. 
       lettuce   is  green 
      ‘Lettuce is green.’ 
      Compré           manzanas. 
      buy-1sgPRET apples 
      ‘I bought apples.’ 
 Spanish dominant: #The zebras have stripes. 






4.7.2 Transfer Based on Surface Overlap 
The language that has two syntactic options, one of which overlaps with the only 
option in the other language will favor the one option present in both languages. (Hulk & 
Müller, 2000; Yip & Matthews, 2009). In this case, all speakers would use the Spanish-
like system in English, which always requires the use of the article (one option) in 
contrast to English, which uses both an overt D and a bare NP (two options). The 
corresponding interpretation would be either specific or generic, as is allowed in Spanish. 




4.7.3 Transfer Based on One-to-one Correspondence 
The language that has two semantic features for one lexical item, one of which 
overlaps with the only option in the other language, will favor the one option present in 
both languages (Miller & Cuza, 2013; Yip & Matthews, 2009). In this case, all speakers 
would be expected to use the English-like system, which has one lexical item for one 
semantic feature (which overlaps with one of the possibilities in Spanish). On the 
interpretation task, definite articles would be interpreted as specific, and bare nominals as 
generic. No difficulties are expected with object nominals. 
 English and Spanish dominant: *Lechuga es verde 
            lettuce   is green 







4.7.4 Conservative Grammar 
Variation in either of a bilingual’s languages will be less in comparison to 
monolinguals in order to reduce processing load (or as a result of higher metalinguistic 
knowledge) (Kupish & Barton, 2013). Here, we may expect subject and object nominals 
to be treated the same in Spanish (articles required and interpreted as either generic or 
specific). Similarly, in English infelicitous sentences may be rejected even more severely 
than by monolingual speakers due to the creation of a more categorical grammar (see 
chapter 2 for discussion).  
 English and Spanish dominant: #Compré            los zapatos. 
            buy-1sgPRET the shoes 




4.7.5 Varying Performance Based on Task Type 
Different strategies from those listed will be employed based on the type of task used 
to assess linguistic competence (Cuza & Frank, 2015; Montrul et al., 2008). Here we 
would expect to see heritage speakers perform more similarly to native speakers on the 
interpretation and production tasks in comparison to the acceptability judgment task. The 
opposite will be expected for L2 learners. 
Assuming a Feature Reassembly approach to bilingual language development, in 
which language experience affecting the relative activation of functional features of a 




approach to bilingual language performance, the current study addresses the following 
research questions and proposes the hypotheses outlined below. 
 
 RQ1: Do differences in CLI regarding the production, interpretation and acceptance of 
nominals in Spanish and English exist among different populations of 
Spanish/English bilinguals? If so, which types of CLI occur with which speakers?   
 
 H1: All participants will show evidence of transfer from their dominant language 
to their non-dominant language (as described above in 4.7.1) in line with the 
Feature Reassembly Approach.  
 
H1a. Specifically, the L1 English/L2 Spanish group and the HS of Spanish 
will use and accept a bare nominal with generic subjects in Spanish, where it 
is not permitted in subject position.  
 
H1b. The L1 English/L2 Spanish group and the HS of Spanish will interpret 
the article with subject nominals as specific more often than Spanish-
dominant speakers due to transfer from English, which only allows the 
specific interpretation. 
 
H1c. The L1 Spanish/L2 English group will use and accept the article with 
generic subjects, despite its infelicity in these contexts in English due to 




H1d. The L1 Spanish/L2 English group will interpret definite nominals as 
generic in English, despite the unavailability of this interpretation in English 
due to transfer from Spanish. 
 
 H2: L2 learners will also show evidence of a conservative grammar (as described 
in 4.7.4) due to their higher metalinguistic knowledge in comparison to HS. 
 
H2a. L1 English/L2 Spanish speakers will treat both Spanish subject and 
object nominals similarly, overextending the use and acceptance of definite 
nominals to both ±generic contexts, despite the fact that object nominals, 
similarly to English, use definite nominals only to mark specificity in object 
position. 
 
H2b. L1 Spanish/L2 English speakers will overextend the use and acceptance 
of bare nominals to specific situations, despite the fact that this is not allowed 
in either English or Spanish, in order to treat both ±generic contexts similarly 
and to differentiate their two languages as much as possible. 
 
H2c. L2 learners will treat their dominant languages more categorically than 
monolingual speakers, more accurately using and accepting grammatical 





RQ2: What individual differences are related to different bilingual strategy selection 
(AoA, dominance, proficiency, language experience)?    
 
 H3: Language experience will influence strategy selection, causing L2 learners to 
show evidence of a conservative grammar (as described in 4.7.4) as a result of 
their metalinguistic knowledge. 
 
RQ3: Do differences appear in certain task types or contexts more than others? Are these 
related  to language experience? 
 
H4: L2 learners will perform more similarly to native speakers on the 
Acceptability Judgment Task due to their experience with written and 
metalinguistic tasks. 
 
H5: HS will perform more similarly to native speakers on the interpretation and 
production tasks due to their experience with the language 
 
This chapter has reviewed previous research on the acquisition of articles and their 
semantic features in Spanish and English. The gaps in the field have been discussed in 
addition and the contributions of the current study to this line of research. In the next 
chapter, the methodological design used to achieve these goals will be discussed in 










Chapter 5 will begin by discussing the conditions utilized in each of the tasks in 
Section 5.2, in addition to examples and another brief comparison of the differences 
expected on the English and Spanish tasks (Table 3). Following Section 5.2, a discussion 
of the 100 participants who took part in this study will be included in Section 5.3 This 
section will discuss the participants’ responses on the linguistic background questionnaire, 
including their country of birth, their proficiency in each of their languages, their current 
exposure to each language, the age at which they began learning each language and self-
reports of proficiency across the four skills (reading, writing, listening and speaking) in 
both Spanish and English. An in-depth discussion of these characteristics is included in 
addition to a summary presented in Table 4. Later, the tasks used in this study to measure 
acceptability, interpretation and production of bare and definite nominals will be 
described including token, design and presentation information (Sections 5.4.1-5.4.4). 
This chapter will then conclude with a detailed presentation of the results for all tasks and 
all groups in both Spanish and English. Specifically, the appearance of CLI, the effects of 
bilingualism on the dominant language, different error types across groups and the 




results of this study contribute. The most important and recurring patterns will be 




5.2 Structure and Conditions Under Analysis 
 As mentioned in Chapter 4, this study analyzes the interpretation, production and 
intuition regarding articles in Spanish and English under different semantic conditions 
with both singular mass and plural count nouns. In subject contexts, Spanish requires the 
use of an overt determiner regardless of the genericity of the NP. In contrast, English 
requires the use of an overt determiner only with specific subjects, and generic subjects 
are produced as bare nominals. However, object nominals are treated the same in both 
languages, a fact which is particularly interesting for this study. Specifically, both 
languages require a determiner when direct object nominals are specific and allow the 
appearance of a bare nominal with generic objects. This study compares these two 
contexts in order to determine whether the absence of structural overlap as outlined in 
Hulk & Müller (2000) in the object condition (since both languages behave similarly) 
prevents CLI from taking place in these contexts.  
 The tasks described below will include eight different conditions created by unique 
combinations of three factors, each with two levels. These factors are syntactic role 
(subject or object), number (singular mass vs. plural count) and genericity (generic or 
specific). It is important to keep in mind that some combinations in Spanish result in 
totally unacceptable sentences, regardless of the context, while in English, the use of 




use based on the genericity of the context. Generic or specific interpretations were given 
via a preamble that illustrated what contexts the participants should apply to the 
following sentence. Examples of the conditions are included below in Table 3. Some 
conditions and examples are adapted from previous research (Gelman & Raman, 2003; 
Montrul & Ionin, 2012; Pérez-Leroux et al., 2004). 
   
Table 3 
Conditions under Analysis with Examples 
Condition Spanish English 
1. Subject, 
Singular, Specific 
La carne está caliente 
*Carne está caliente 
The meat is hot 
#Meat is hot 
2. Subject, 
Singular, Generic 
El pan se hace en el horno 
*Pan se hace en el horno 
Bread is made in the oven 
#The bread is made in the oven 
3. Subject, Plural, 
Specific 
Las ranas están saltando 
*Ranas están saltando 
The frogs are jumping 
#Frogs are jumping 
4. Subject, Plural, 
Generic 
Las cebras tienen rayas 
*Cebras tienen rayas 
Zebras have stripes 
#The zebras have stripes 
5. Object, 
Singular, Specific 
Mi madre necesita el té dulce 
#Mi madre necesita té dulce 
My mom needs the sweet tea 
#My mom needs sweet tea 
6. Object, 
Singular, Generic 
Hago arroz cada noche 
#Hago el arroz cada noche 
I make rice every night 
#I make the rice every night 
7. Object, Plural, 
Specific 
Uso los platos de cristal para 
los invitados 
#Uso platos de cristal para los 
invitados 
I use the glass plates for guests 
#I use glass plates for guests 
8. Object, Plural, 
Generic 
Compré recuerdos en París 
#Compré los recuerdos en 
París. 
I bought souvenirs in Paris 





 Participants in this study come from five different populations: Heritage speakers 
(HS) of Spanish (Group 1), L2 learners of Spanish (English L1) (Group 2), monolingual 
speakers of English (Group 3), L2 learners of English (Spanish L1) (Group 4), and 
monolingual speakers of Spanish (Group 5) . A total of 100 participants took part in this 
study and were placed into the correct group based on their responses to a linguistic 
background questionnaire adapted from Pérez-Leroux, Cuza and Thomas (2011). 
Specifically, L2 learners were those who had an AoA of their L2 of later than age 12, HS 
are those speakers who grew up in a home where Spanish is spoken but were either born 
in or moved to the United States before the age of 5, and monolinguals were those 
speakers who had no more than basic knowledge (1 out of 4 on self assessment) of any 
other language. Those speakers who had studied linguistics and/or who had experience 
teaching either language were not invited to participate, as their intuitions differ from 
those of naïve speakers (Cowart, 1997).  
 The L2 learners of Spanish (N=19, 14 female) all had some college education while 
4/19 (21%) had completed some graduate school or superior degree. Their average score 
on the productive vocabulary measure, the Multilingual Naming Task (MiNT) was 
62.07% in Spanish and 98.3% in English, meaning that their average dominance, or 
difference between their English and Spanish scores was 36.2% English dominant. The 
L2 learners of Spanish rated their abilities in Spanish as a 2.48/4 on average and a 4/4 in 
English. These scores are the average of each participant’s rating of their own abilities in 
each of the four skills (reading, writing, listening and speaking) on a scale from 0 (no 




15/19 (79%) reported speaking English only or mostly English, 1/19 (5%) reported 
speaking slightly more English, 1/19 (5%) reported speaking roughly equal amounts of 
Spanish and English and 2/19 (11%) reported speaking slightly more Spanish or mostly 
Spanish. These scores were the average of each participant’s reported relative use of 
Spanish and English across four different contexts: home, school, work and social 
situations. The ages of participants in the L2 Spanish group ranged from 19 to 28 with an 
average of 22.95 years of age. All of these speakers were born in the United States and 
17/19 (89%) lived in the United States at the time of testing, while 2/19 (11%) were 
living abroad in Mexico. 
The HS learners of Spanish (N=21, 16 female) all had some college education while 
1/21 (5%) had completed some graduate school or superior degree. Their average score 
on the productive vocabulary measure, the Multilingual Naming Task (MiNT) was 
74.37% in Spanish and 92.79% in English, meaning that their average dominance, or 
difference between their English and Spanish scores was 18.42% English dominant. With 
regards to current exposure to Spanish and English, 9/21 (43%) reported speaking mostly 
English, 11/21 (52%) reported speaking slightly more English, and 1/21 (5%) reported 
speaking roughly equal amounts of Spanish and English. The ages of participants in the 
HS group ranged from 18 to 25 with an average of 19.90 years of age. All of these 
participants lived in the United States at the time of testing. 
 Of the L2 learners of English (N=18, 11 female), 4/18 had a high school education 
(22%), while 6/18 (33%) had completed some college, and 8/18 (44%) had completed 
some graduate school or superior degree. Their average score on the productive 




76.38% in English, meaning that their average dominance, or difference between their 
English and Spanish scores was 18.25% Spanish dominant. The L2 learners of English 
rated their abilities in Spanish as a 4/4 on average and a 2.27/4 in English. With regards 
to current exposure to Spanish and English, 2/18 (11%) reported speaking mostly English, 
3/18 (17%) reported speaking slightly more English, 5/18 (28%) reported speaking 
roughly equal amounts of Spanish and English, 1/18 (6%) reported speaking slightly 
more Spanish and 7/18 (39%) reported speaking mostly Spanish or only Spanish. The 
ages of participants in the L2 Spanish group ranged from 20 to 40 with an average of 
28.33 years of age. Of these participants, 10/18 (56%) lived in the United States at the 
time of testing, while 7/18 (39%) lived in Mexico, and 1/18 (5%) lived in Edinburgh, 
Scotland. In terms of national origin, 13/18 (72%) were from Mexico, 2/18 (11%) were 
from Spain, 1/18 (5%) was from Panama, 1/18 (5%) was from Costa Rica and 1/18 (5%) 
was from El Salvador.  
 Of the monolingual speakers of Spanish (N=23, 19 females) 21/23 (91%) had at least 
some college education while 1/23 (4%) had completed a high school education and 1/23 
(4%) declined to respond. Their average score on the productive vocabulary measure, the 
Multilingual Naming Task (MiNT) was 94.31% in Spanish. The monolingual speakers of 
Spanish rated their abilities in Spanish as a 3.9/4 on average and a 0.59/4 in English. 
With regards to current exposure to Spanish and English, 23/23 (100%) reported 
speaking Spanish only or mostly Spanish. The ages of participants in the monolingual 
Spanish group ranged from 18 to 61 with an average of 28.26 years of age. All 
monolingual Spanish speakers were native speakers of Mexican Spanish currently living 




selected since most of the L2 English learners and the HS group were of Mexican origin 
in order to provide a valid baseline for comparison.  
 Of the monolingual speakers of English (N=19, 8 females), all had at least some 
college education while 2/19 (11%) had also completed some graduate school. Their 
average score on the productive vocabulary measure, the Multilingual Naming Task 
(MiNT) was 98.30% in English. The monolingual speakers of English rated their abilities 
in English as a 4/4 on average and a 0.08/4 in Spanish. With regards to current exposure 
to Spanish and English, 19/19 (100%) reported speaking English only or mostly English. 
The ages of participants in the monolingual English group ranged from 18 to 57 with an 
average of 25.58 years of age. All monolingual English speakers were native speakers of 
American English currently living in the United States. The details for the participants 









1. HS Spanish 
21 
74.37% 92.79% 19.90 
2. L2 Spanish 
19 
62.07% 98.30% 22.95 
3. English 
Monolinguals 
19 -------- 98.30% 25.58 
4. L2 English 
18 









 Participation for bilingual participants (L2 English, L2 Spanish and HS) consisted of 
two sessions, one in English and one in Spanish, of approximately 1 hour in length. Each 
session took place at least 24 hours apart, and the order of testing (Spanish first vs. 
English first) was counterbalanced across participants. The monolingual participants 
completed only one session in the language they speak. During the first session, all 
participants completed a linguistic background questionnaire as well as a productive 
vocabulary task, which serves as the measure of language proficiency in order to test the 
hypothesized relationship between lexical activation and morphosyntactic knowledge 
(Putnam & Sánchez, 2013). The linguistic background questionnaire included questions 
regarding AoA as well as current exposure to and use of each of the participant’s 
languages and a self-assessment of language proficiency in each language. Participants 
then completed the three linguistic tasks (interpretation, production and acceptability) 
with order of presentation randomized across participants. Tokens were the same across 
languages in order to control for the effects of specific lexical items. The acceptability 
judgment task required written responses, while the interpretation and production tasks 
were presented bimodally (aurally and visually) using a laptop computer and spoken 




5.4.1 Vocabulary Measure 
 The productive vocabulary measure, the Multilingual Naming Task (MiNT) was 
designed for speakers of any combination of the following languages: Spanish, English, 




to more accurately measure language-specific knowledge, this task does not include any 
words that are cognates in any of the four languages mentioned above. The task also 
ensures that all words included have similar frequencies in these languages. In addition, 
all possible variants are acceptable, taking into account dialectal variation (i.e. “teeter-
totter” and “see-saw” are both acceptable). The task consists of 68 images presented via 
PowerPoint of increasing difficulty, which the speaker must orally identify. The 
proficiency score is calculated by dividing the number correct by 68, the total number of 
tokens. This measure is also used to determine dominance, which, as a relative measure 
of proficiency, was calculated as the difference between the scores in Spanish and 




5.4.2 Elicited Production Task 
 The elicited production task is commonly used in the fields of bilingualism and 
language acquisition (e.g. Crain & Thornton, 1998; Cuza, 2012), and is meant to be a 
more naturalistic approach to measuring linguistic competence, as opposed to 
acceptability judgment tasks, which require more metalinguistic abilities. However, in 
contrast to spontaneous production from narrative or corpus data, the elicited production 
task still permits the analysis of specific semantic conditions that may affect performance, 
making this data especially valuable. This task contains tokens from each of the eight 
conditions described above (±subject, ±singular, ±generic) with 5 lexicalizations each, 
creating a total of 40 test items presented in two different batteries with different 
randomized orders in an attempt to avoid order effects (Cowart, 1997). Each battery also 




clauses. Three practice slides were presented first, after which, the researcher asked 
whether the participant had any questions regarding the task. A sample preamble and 
expected response are included below in both their English and Spanish versions. All 
tokens were presented together with an image presented alongside the text, which 
represented what was described in the preamble. 
 
(49)  a. Many foods are grown in America. (picture of corn) 
  For example, _________________ is grown in America. 
  Expected response: (#The) corn is grown in America. 
 
  b. Muchos alimentos se cultivan en los Estados Unidos. (picture of corn) 
  Por ejemplo, ____________________ se cultiva en los Estados Unidos. 
  Expected response: *(El) maíz se cultiva en los Estados Unidos. 
 
Responses on this task were coded as 0, 1 or 2. If the participant produced no determiner, 
the response was scored as 0. If the participant produced a definite article, the response 
was scored as 1, and, if the participant produced some other element such as a quantifier 




5.4.3 Interpretation Task 
 The interpretation task contains four tokens for each of the eight conditions 




determine which semantic features speakers attribute to the overt and null determiners in 
each language (Gelman & Raman, 2003; Pérez-Leroux, et al. 2004). After hearing the 
preamble, participants were asked a yes-or-no question whose answer depended on the 
interpretation of the determiner (or its absence). In order to maintain an equal number of 
yes and no responses, four tokens (two yes and two no) were used for each condition 
rather than five. This avoids the bias pointed out by Bruhn de Garavito (2013), who notes 
that, in previous research, all responses with a determiner in Spanish required a “yes” 
response. Eight control items were also included which were either always yes or always 
no regardless of the interpretation of the definite article as well as two practice items 
prior to the presentation of the experimental stimuli. By designing the test items this way, 
participants must actually pay attention to the contents of the preamble and the question 
in order to respond, rather than simply follow patterns. Tokens were randomized and 
presented in two orders counterbalanced across participants. A sample preamble and 
expected response are included below for both the English and Spanish versions. All 
tokens were presented together with an image presented alongside the text, which 
represented what was described in the preamble. 
 
(50)  a. This is milk. This milk is green, which is not very normal. Everybody wonders 
why this milk is green. 
  Is the milk green? (picture of green milk) 
  Expected response:  yes (specific interpretation of definite article)  





 b. Esto es leche. Esta leche es verde lo cual no es muy normal. Todo el mundo se 
pregunta por qué es verde 
 ¿La leche es verde? (picture of green milk) 
Expected response:  Sí (specific interpretation of definite article)  
        No (generic interpretation of definite article) 
 
Responses from this task were scored as either 0 or 1. Responses indicative of a specific 
interpretation were scored as 0, and responses indicative of a generic response were 
scored as 1. The 0 is not indicative of an incorrect score. On the contrary, this coding of 
the data was simply a convention used to differentiate the answers into a categorical 




5.4.4 Acceptability Judgment Task (AJT) 
 The acceptability judgment task required speakers to rate sentences on a Likert scale 
from 1 to 5 regarding a sentence’s acceptability in the given language. Participants were 
instructed to decide whether each sentence sounded like something a native speaker of 
language X would produce. This aims to ensure that participants do not take into account 
punctuation or prescriptive grammar rules. Both AJT contain 5 lexicalizations of each of 
the eight conditions used in the previous tasks. Each lexicalization also had a 
grammatical and ungrammatical/infelicitous version, which were split evenly among the 
scripts with no participant seeing both the grammatical and ungrammatical/infelicitous 




an article would be felicitous, a preamble was included before the sentences. However, it 
is important to note that, in many cases, sentences are still acceptable, but simply 
infelicitous, so differences in ratings of acceptability may be small. In total, the task 
contained 40 experimental items and 24 filler items for a total of 64 test items. A sample 
test item is included below for both the English and Spanish versions. 
 
(51)  a. Many foods are made in the oven. For example… 
The bread is made in the oven.  
1    2    3    4    5  I don’t know 
If this sentence is odd (1 or 2 on the scale), please, explain why: 
 
 
  Expected Response: 1 or 2 (infelicitous use of article in generic context) 
 
 
b. Hay muchas comidas que se hacen en el horno. Por ejemplo… 
El pan se hace en el horno. 
1    2    3    4    5  No sé 









Responses from this task were the actual number that the participant scored each sentence. 
Therefore, possible responses were 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5. This task was completed in a written 
format using a paper-and-pencil format. The benefit of this procedure as opposed to 
online administration is that the researcher was able to ensure that each participant 








5.5.1 English Acceptability Judgment Task (AJT) 
In order to analyze data from both AJT, responses (1-5) were entered into a linear 
mixed effect model with felicity (felicitous/infelicitous), number (singular/plural), 
syntactic role (subject/object), genericity (generic/specific) and group (L1 English/L2 
Spanish, HS, L1 Spanish/L2 English and monolingual English speakers) as well as the 
interactions between group and number, group and syntactic role, group and genericity 
and group and felicity as fixed effects. The model also included participant by group as a 
random effect. 
Raw responses (1-5 on the Likert scale) were converted to a correctness score. That is, 
rating an infelicitous sentence as a “1” would be scored as a “5” since, rating this 
sentence low is “correct”. This was done in order to allow comparison across the 
felicitous and infelicitous contexts. Results reveal that felicity (p<.001, F=2754.461, 1, 
2971), syntactic role (p<.001, F=45.657, 1, 2971), group (p<.001, F=47.286, 3, 2971), 




felicity (p<.001, F=24.790, 3, 2971), group and syntactic role (p=.008, F=3.926, 3, 2971), 
and group and genericity (p=.003, F=4.771, 3, 2971) significantly affected responses. 
Neither number nor the interaction between group and number was found to be 
significant, which is not surprising given that both singular mass and plural count nouns 
require articles in the same contexts (+specific) in English. These results confirm that all 
speakers treat these two contexts similarly.  
When looking at the group differences more closely, we see that the L1 English/L2 
Spanish group (Group 2) significantly outperformed all other groups. The only other 
marginally significant difference found was between the monolingual speakers of English 
(Group 3) and the L1 Spanish/L2 English group (Group 4), with the monolinguals 
outperforming this group. The pairwise comparisons can be seen summarized below in 

























Error df Sig. 






1 2 -.529* .054 2971 .000 -.635 -.422 
3 -.037 .054 2971 .493 -.142 .068 
4 .071 .055 2971 .201 -.038 .179 
2 1 .529* .054 2971 .000 .422 .635 
3 .492* .056 2971 .000 .383 .601 
4 .600* .057 2971 .000 .487 .712 
3 1 .037 .054 2971 .493 -.068 .142 
2 -.492* .056 2971 .000 -.601 -.383 
4 .108 .057 2971 .057 -.003 .219 
4 1 -.071 .055 2971 .201 -.179 .038 
2 -.600* .057 2971 .000 -.712 -.487 
3 -.108 .057 2971 .057 -.219 .003 
 
A more detailed look at the data confirms these results (Figures 1 and 2), suggesting 
that the L1 English/L2 Spanish group outperformed the other groups particularly in terms 
of correctly rejecting infelicitous sentences. In the following figures, infelicitous 






Figure 1. Average acceptability rating by group on subject tokens in English AJT 
 
 
Figure 2. Average acceptability rating by group on object tokens in English AJT 
 
 The results shown visually are supported by a more detailed analysis of the 
interactions between group and syntactic role, felicity, and genericity. We see the L1 
English/L2 Spanish group outperform the other groups most notably with infelicitous 
sentences, subjects and generics.  
These findings support previous research that has found that, in fact, L2 learners 
behave more categorically in their dominant language even in comparison to 


































































processing costs by making rules in each of their languages more categorical (less 
variable) (Kupisch & Barton, 2013; Jessner, 2006). That is, a result of studying Spanish, 
the L1 English/L2 Spanish group may have become more aware of the semantic 
constraints governing their L1 or more regular in their application. However, our results 
do not suggest that simply being bilingual is enough to grant this advantage. We see that 
the HS, who are also English-dominant, do not significantly outperform the monolinguals 
or the L1 Spanish/L2 English group, suggesting that the formal instruction the L1 
English/L2 Spanish group received, even though it did not specifically address English, 




5.5.2 Spanish Acceptability Judgment Task (AJT) 
As with the English AJT, the responses (1-5) from the Spanish AJT were entered into 
a linear mixed model with felicity (felicitous/infelicitous), number (singular/plural), 
syntactic role (subject/object), genericity (generic/specific) and group (L1 English/L2 
Spanish, HS, L1 Spanish/L2 English and monolingual Spanish speakers) as well as the 
interactions between group and grammaticality, group and genericity, group and number 
and group and syntactic role as fixed effects. Again, participant by group was also 
included as a random effect in the model.  
Raw responses (1-5 on the Likert scale) were again converted to a correctness score. 
That is, rating an infelicitous sentence as a “1” would be scored as a “5” since, rating this 
sentence low is “correct”. Results again show that felicity (p<.001, F=2286.484, 1, 
3089.82), syntactic role (p<.001, F=126.008, 1, 3089.82), group (p<.001, F=7.654, 3, 




group and felicity (p<.001, F=19.486, 3, 3089.82), group and syntactic role (p<.001, 
F=12.4783, 3089.81), and group and genericity (p=.007, F=4.047, 3, 3089.81) 
significantly affected responses. Results also showed that, just as in English, neither the 
interaction between group and number was found not to be significant and number was 
found to be marginally significant (p=.043, F=4.093, 1, 3089.80), which is not surprising 
given that both singular mass and plural count nouns require articles in the same contexts 
(+specific) in Spanish.  
Results show that the L1 Spanish/L2 English group (Group 4) outperformed all the 
other groups as can be seen below in Table 6. In addition, the L1 English/L2 Spanish 
group (Group 2) significantly outperformed the HS of Spanish (Group 1) (p<.001). The 
complete pairwise comparison data can be consulted below.  
 
Table 6 









Error df Sig. 
95% Confidence Interval for 
Difference 
Lower Bound Upper Bound 
1 2 -.742* .201 209.670 .000 -1.139 -.344 
4 -2.019* .539 97.735 .000 -3.089 -.949 
5 -.154 .515 284.053 .765 -1.167 .859 
2 1 .742* .201 209.670 .000 .344 1.139 
4 -1.278* .513 91.433 .015 -2.296 -.259 
5 .587 .487 295.017 .229 -.371 1.546 
4 1 2.019* .539 97.735 .000 .949 3.089 
2 1.278* .513 91.433 .015 .259 2.296 




Table 6 Continued 









Error df Sig. 
95% Confidence Interval for 
Difference 
Lower Bound Upper Bound 
5 1 .154 .515 284.053 .765 -.859 1.167 
2 -.587 .487 295.017 .229 -1.546 .371 
4 -1.865* .698 146.016 .008 -3.245 -.485 
 
Again, upon taking a closer look at the group results for each condition, we see that 
the L1 Spanish/L2 English speakers (Group 4) outperform the other groups mostly with 
regards to correctly rejecting ungrammatical or infelicitous sentences (marked with an 
asterisk below). These results are presented below in Figures 3 and 4. 
 
 





































Figure 4. Average acceptability rating by group on object tokens in Spanish AJT  
 
Again, by taking a closer look at the interactions, we see that the conditions which 
caused the L1 Spanish/L2 English group to outperform the other groups were infelicitous 
tokens, subject tokens, and generic tokens. This suggests again that the most difficult 
contexts are those that differ from English and, crucially, in contexts where participants 
must reject an ungrammatical sentence as opposed to accept a grammatical version.  
Similarly to the results from the English AJT, we see that the monolingual group does 
not obtain the highest scores. Instead the group who is Spanish dominant, but who has 
had the opportunity to study a second language formally (English in this case) 
outperforms the monolinguals (and all other groups), again suggesting that bilinguals 
have an advantage over their monolingual counterparts in their dominant language if they 
have experience studying a foreign language formally.  
Another interesting result found on the Spanish AJT concerned the HS of Spanish 
(Group 1) and the L1 English/L2 Spanish speakers (Group 2). By comparing these two 



































group did not result in any advantage for this group in comparison to the L1 English/L2 
Spanish group, who began their study of Spanish as adolescents. This finding confirms 
previous research which has shown that L2 learners tend to outperform HS of Spanish in 
more metalinguistic tasks (such as an AJT) due to their experience with formal 
manipulation of the language, academic registers and literacy (Cuza & Frank, 2015; 
Montrul et al., 2008). However, these findings call into question proposals that propose a 
critical period for language learning or the fact that, after a certain age, certain aspects of 





5.5.3 English Elicited Production Task (EPT) 
In order to analyze data from both EPT, responses were coded as either 0 (omission 
of article) or 1 (production of article) or 3 (other). Responses included in the other 
category include the use of quantifiers (“some zebras”) or demonstratives (“these 
zebras”) These responses were analyzed using a series of χ2 tests to determine whether 
group (L1 English/L2 Spanish, HS, L1 Spanish/L2 English and monolingual English 
speakers), genericity (generic/specific), syntactic role (subject/object), and/or number 
(singular/plural), are significantly associated with responses (production of article).  
Results reveal that number (χ2(2, N=3040)=37.410, p<.001), syntactic role (χ2(2, 
N=3040)=79.346, p<.001), group (χ2(6, N=3040)=24.271, p<.001), and genericity (χ2(2, 
N=3040)=844.721, p<.001) all significantly affected responses. For number, both 




but plural contexts are associated with a higher use of the article (426 responses include 
article in plural contexts, while 284 responses include the use of the article in singular 
contexts). As mentioned, group was also found to be significantly associated with 
response in the English EPT. Specifically, Group 4 (L1 Spanish/L2 English) 
(522/680=77%) produced the most bare nominals in English followed by the 
monolinguals of English (group 3) (76%), who were followed by Group 1 (Heritage 
Speakers of Spanish) (610/840=73%), and the group that produced the fewest bare 
nominals was Group 2 (L1 English/L2 Spanish speakers) (527/760=69%). A comparison 
of these proportions shows that Group 2 (L1 English/L2 Spanish speakers) is 
significantly less likely to produce a null determiner and more likely to produce a definite 
article in comparison to groups 3 and 4. These results show that all groups overproduce 
the bare nominal in English (contexts were 50% generic, requiring bare, and 50% specific, 
requiring article). However, the more Spanish dominant the group, in fact, the more 
likely the group is to overextend the bare nominal. The raw counts are summarized below 













Response by Group Analysis: English EPT 
 
Group 
Total 1 2 3 4 
Response 0 Count 610a, b 527b 579a 522a 2238 
Expected 
Count 
618.4 559.5 559.5 500.6 2238.0 
1 Count 214a, b 210b 153a, c 133c 710 
Expected 
Count 
196.2 177.5 177.5 158.8 710.0 
3 Count 16a 23a 28a 25a 92 
Expected 
Count 
25.4 23.0 23.0 20.6 92.0 
Total Count 840 760 760 680 3040 
Expected 
Count 
840.0 760.0 760.0 680.0 3040.0 
Each subscript letter denotes a subset of Group categories whose column proportions do 
not differ significantly from each other at the .05 level. 
 
By taking a closer look at group response by condition, we see that the L1 Spanish/L2 
English group is, in fact, overproducing the bare and underproducing the article in 
specific contexts as compared the other three groups (Figure 5). However, this pattern 
only emerges in the subject context. This suggests that L2 learners of English are aware 
that the English subject nominals work differently than in Spanish, but have yet to master 
the semantic constraints that regulate their usage. In addition, we see that difficulties here 




overproduction of the article in subject contexts. Rather, these learners are using 
overextension of an English rule as a bilingual strategy.  
 Again, results show that L1 English/L2 Spanish speakers are the most categorical 
group in English, producing the articles most often in specific cases. Clearly, this group 
has a heightened awareness of the effects of specificity and genericity on English article 
usage. It is important to note, however, that the specific contexts, which are all meant to 
produce article usage, do not reliably elicit this response from any group. This may be 
because bare production is easier and, thus, preferred, in contexts when it is not 
ungrammatical, but simply infelicitous. However, it can clearly be noted from the data 
that the specific and generic contexts were treated differently by all groups, supporting a 
role for this semantic constraint in English article usage. 
 


















































5.5.4 Spanish Elicited Production Task (EPT) 
As in the analysis of the English EPT, responses were coded as either 0 (omission of 
article) or 1 (production of article) or 3 (other). Responses included in the other category 
include the use of quantifiers (“some zebras”) or demonstratives (“these zebras”) These 
responses were analyzed using a series of χ2 tests to determine whether group (L1 
English/L2 Spanish, HS, L1 Spanish/L2 English and monolingual English speakers), 
genericity (generic/specific), syntactic role (subject/object), and/or number 
(singular/plural), are significantly associated with responses (production of article).  
Results reveal that number (χ2(2, N=3200)=12.34, p=.002), syntactic role (χ2(2, 
N=3200)=1251.06, p<.001), group (χ2(6, N=3200)=49.52, p<.001), and genericity (χ2(2, 
N=3200)=298.70, p<.001) all significantly affected responses. For number, again plural 
contexts are associated with a higher use of the article (1029/1600 responses include 
article in plural contexts, while 947/1600 responses include the use of the article in 
singular contexts). As mentioned, group was also found to be significantly associated 
with response in the Spanish EPT. Specifically, Group 2 (L1 English/L2 Spanish 
speakers) (521/760=69%) produced the most articles in Spanish followed by Group 4 (L1 
Spanish/L2 English) (451/720=63%) who were followed by the monolinguals of Spanish 
(group 5) (529/880=60%), and the group that produced the fewest articles in Spanish was 
Group 1 (Heritage Speakers of Spanish) (475/840=57%). The raw counts are summarized 








Response by Group Analysis: Spanish EPT 
 
Group 
Total 1 2 4 5 
Response 0 Count 349a 203b 255a 322a 1129 
Expected 
Count 
296.4 268.1 254.0 310.5 1129.0 
1 Count 475a 521b 451a, b 529a 1976 
Expected 
Count 
518.7 469.3 444.6 543.4 1976.0 
3 Count 16a 36b 14a 29a, b 95 
Expected 
Count 
24.9 22.6 21.4 26.1 95.0 
Total Count 840 760 720 880 3200 
Expected 
Count 
840.0 760.0 720.0 880.0 3200.0 
Each subscript letter denotes a subset of Group categories whose column proportions do 
not differ significantly from each other at the .05 level. 
 
In order to understand under which conditions these groups differ and led to these 
significant group differences, a group by condition comparison can be seen below in 






Figure 6. Percent article production by group across conditions on the Spanish EPT  
 
In this figure it is easy to see in which conditions Group 2 (L1 English/L2 Spanish 
speakers) overproduced the article. It is important to keep in mind for this task that, in all 
subject conditions, article usage is required and the production of a bare nominal subject 
in Spanish is ungrammatical. However, in the object conditions, the Spanish nominal 
system is similar to English in that article usage is driven by specificity. Therefore, we 
see that in subject conditions, both Group 1 (Heritage Speakers of Spanish) and Group 2 
(L1 English/L2 Spanish speakers) underproduce the article in comparison to the two 
Spanish-dominant groups. However, both groups are producing the article above chance 
levels, suggesting that they are aware that the article is required in subject position, but 
are not able to reliably produce it. These findings would be in line with the Missing 
Surface Inflection Hypothesis, which argues that L2 learners are able to acquire correct 
representations of their second language, but their difficulties lie in performance, or 
reliably accessing these representations for online usage (Lardiere, 2008; Prévost & 













































In addition, this graph shows us a different strategy appearing among Group 2 (L1 
English/L2 Spanish speakers) in contrast to Group 1 (Heritage Speakers of Spanish). 
Specifically, we see that the L2 learners of Spanish are employing overextension of the 
rule used for Spanish subjects to object position. Therefore, CLI cannot be explained by 
direct transfer from English (which works the same as Spanish in object contexts) in this 
instance. However, the lack of a similar behavior among the Heritage Speakers of 
Spanish suggest that this strategy of overextension may be more common among L2 
learners who learned their non-dominant language through explicit instruction and 
metalinguistic rule explanation. Therefore, they may have more of a tendency to be 
conscious of rules and overapply these in contexts where they are not appropriate. 
It is debatable whether we should say that Group 1 (Heritage Speakers of Spanish) 
has an advantage over the L2 learners of Spanish on the EPT. Both groups performed 
similarly in subject contexts, but the L2 learners overproduced the article in object 
contexts, an incorrect strategy use in Spanish. The heritage speakers did not employ this 
strategy, and, thus performed more similarly to the Spanish-dominant groups in these 
contexts. An individual analysis for these two groups is included below in order to offer a 
more nuanced understanding of the behavior of these two groups. Specifically, it is 
important to know whether variable article production is due to the fact that all speakers 
sometimes produce the articles and other times do not or whether some speakers reliably 
produce the article and other speakers never do.  
In this individual analysis, subject and object contexts were compared separately. 
Each participant was then placed in two one of three groups: article producer, variable 




variable producers did so on between 10-17/20 tokens, and bare producers did so on 
fewer than 10/20 tokens. Table 9 below summarizes the individual results for the 
Heritage Speakers of Spanish (Group 1) and the L2 learners of Spanish (Group 2).  
 
Table 9 
Individual Analysis of Heritage Speakers and L2 learners of Spanish: Spanish EPT 
 Subject Conditions Object Conditions 
Group HS L2 learners HS L2 learners 
1. Article 
Producer 
12 (57%) 13 (68%) 0  2 (11%) 
2. Variable 
Producer 
7 (33%) 5 (26%) 2 (10%) 8 (42%) 
3. Bare Producer  2 (10%) 1 (5%) 19 (90%) 9 (47%) 
Total 21 19 21  19 
 
 The results of the individual analysis seem to show that, indeed, both groups do perform 
similarly in the subject contexts, with a majority of learners producing the article reliably, 
another substantial percentage producing the article variably, and very few speakers who 
prefer the bare to the article in Spanish. However, in the object conditions, we do see 
differences between the two groups, as shown in Figure 6. Specifically, we see that L2 
learners have many more article producer or variable producer participants (53%) in 
comparison to the Heritage Speakers (10%), suggesting that many participants in the L2 
learner group are overextending the article in object conditions. On the other hand, this 




 The final result that warrants discussion on the Spanish EPT task is the performance 
of the L1 Spanish/L2 English speakers compared to the monolingual Spanish speakers. 
As in all of the previous tasks, the bilingual group is more categorical in their dominant 
language than the monolingual speakers of that language. In this case the differences are 
smaller and only appear in the object contexts (in the subject contexts both groups 
perform at ceiling). The L1 Spanish/L2 English speakers produce the article in specific 
contexts more often than the monolingual speakers, again suggesting that these speakers 
have a heightened awareness of the semantics of article usage in their L1 as a result of 
having studied a second language. Refer to Figure 6 above to see the graphic 




5.5.5 English Truth Value Judgment Task (TVJT) 
In order to analyze data from both TVJT, responses were coded as either 0 (specific 
interpretation) or 1 (generic interpretation). Some generic interpretations required a “yes” 
response while other required a “no” response and the same was true for specific 
interpretations. For this reason, responses were coded according to the evident 
interpretation behind the response, whether it be manifested through a “yes” or “no” 
responses. Thus, only two possible responses were possible and results could be analyzed 
in terms of a probability from 0-1, or the likelihood that an interpretation would be 
generic. These responses analyzed using a logistic model to determine whether group (L1 




genericity (generic/specific), syntactic role (subject/object), and/or number 
(singular/plural) significantly affects the probability that an interpretation will be generic.  
 For the English TVJT, group (Wald=55.98, 3, p<.001), genericity (Wald=58.25, 1, 
p<.001) and syntactic role (Wald=4.49, 1, p=.034) are significant, which is not surprising 
since subjects and objects work differently in Spanish, a characteristic that may be 
transferred to English, and genericity and specificity were intended to elicit differing 
interpretations. In addition, the interactions between genericity and group (Wald=124.81, 
3, p<.001) and syntactic role and group (Wald=26.19, 3, p<.001) were found to 
significantly affect the probability that an interpretation would be generic. In order to 
better understand group differences, a comparison of group interpretation by condition 
can be seen below. 
 
 









































In Figure 7 we can see that the three English-dominant groups do indeed behave 
similarly supporting the finding of no significant differences between these groups. 
However, if we turn our attention to the L1 Spanish/L2 English group, we see that, 
although their overall levels of generic and specific interpretation are similar to the other 
groups, they are not distributed in the same way across conditions. That is, the L1 
Spanish/L2 English group interprets the article as generic more often than the other three 
groups, specifically in the subject context. This behavior can be attributed to transfer 
from the L1 since, in Spanish, the definite article can have either a generic or specific 
interpretation. However, we also see that the L2 learners of English do not always 
interpret the bare as generic. This behavior is more difficult to explain since the bare does 
not exist in Spanish. Therefore, there is no equivalent structure whose interpretation can 
be transferred to English. It seems that these speakers are unsure what interpretation the 
bare plural has and may be overextending its interpretations to include, not only generic, 
but also specific contexts. That is they are still struggling to grasp the exact semantic 
conditions under which the bare and definite determiner appears in English.  
   
 
 
5.5.6 Spanish Truth Value Judgment Task (TVJT) 
As in the analysis of the English TVJT, responses were coded as either 0 (specific 
interpretation) or 1 (generic interpretation). These responses were again analyzed using a 
logistic model to determine whether group (L1 English/L2 Spanish, HS, L1 Spanish/L2 




(subject/object), and/or number (singular/plural) significantly affects the probability that 
an interpretation will be generic.  
For the Spanish TVJT, group (Wald=43.42, 3, p<.001), the interaction between 
genericity and group (Wald=54.65, 3, p<.001) and the interaction between syntactic role 
and group (Wald=62. 32, 3, p<.001) were found to be significant. Again finding that 
genericity and syntactic role affect interpretation differently within the different groups is 
not surprising since subjects and objects work differently and genericity and specificity 
were intended to elicit differing interpretations. However, the significant effect of group 
on interpretation warrants further discussion. Again, an analysis of group interpretation 
by condition was carried out and is shown below in Figure 8.  
 
 
Figure 8. Percent generic interpretation by group across conditions on the Spanish TVJT  
 
In order to interpret Figure 8, it is important to remember that, for subject conditions, 
all questions contained an article. The tokens were classified as specific or generic simply 








































the form of the questions was the same for all subject conditions (with the definite article) 
meaning that either interpretation was correct. Keeping this in mind, then, we are only 
comparing preferences across the four groups. We see in Figure 8 that the L1 English/L2 
Spanish group has the strongest preference for a specific interpretation in subject contexts. 
This can be attributed to transfer from the L1 since, in English, a definite article can only 
have a specific interpretation. It seems then, where both interpretations are possible, even 
advanced L2 learners prefer the option also present in their L1. Interestingly, we do not 
see this behavior among the Heritage Speakers of Spanish who are also English-dominant, 
suggesting that their language experience or earlier AoA lead them to have an advantage 
on this task. This finding follows previous research that has found that HS excel on 
intuitive and oral tasks, both of which describe the TVJT conducted in this study (Cuza & 





After having outlined the results of this study in the previous sections, I will now 
summarize the most important findings and recurring patterns in the data. Specifically, 
there are three main findings that will be discussed in more detail both in this section and 
in Chapter 6, Discussion and Conclusions. First, I will address the difference in 
performance between L2 learners and HS of Spanish across the different task types. 
Second, I will discuss the strategy of overextension, which was found among L2 learners 
of both Spanish and English but was not found to be a strategy among HS at this 




their monolingual counterparts. In both languages and on several tasks, the bilingual 
group was more categorical in their L1 than even the monolingual group, suggesting that 
L2 learners have a heightened awareness of their L1, possibly as the result of language 
study. 
When comparing the performance of the HS and L2 learner group on the Spanish 
tasks, some interesting patterns emerged. Specifically, the L2 Spanish speakers 
outperformed the HS of Spanish on the most metalinguistic task and the only written task, 
the AJT. This was the case because HS of Spanish had more difficulty rejecting bare 
nominals in Spanish than their L2 counterparts. However, these differences were small 
and did not appear in all conditions. In addition, we see that patterns of acceptance are 
similar across the two groups and characterized by transfer from the dominant language, 
English. Therefore, in this instance, it seems that both groups employ similar strategies in 
their non-dominant language, but that the L2 learners are more successful at inhibiting 
English representations on this type of task in comparison to the HS group.  
On the other hand, if we turn our attention to the Spanish TVJT, the interpretation 
task, we find the opposite pattern. Here we saw the HS outperform the L2 learners of 
Spanish, performing more similarly to the two Spanish dominant groups. That is, the HS 
interpreted the article before Spanish subject nominals as generic at a rate similar to the 
L1 Spanish/L2 English speakers and the monolingual speakers of Spanish. This may be 
the case due to the nature of the TVJT. This task is presented both orally and visually and 
taps in to intuitive knowledge about the language. Keeping in mind that HS of Spanish 
often have better receptive knowledge of Spanish than productive, this performance 




context in which participants had to choose between two possible interpretations, one of 
which aligns with the only available interpretation in English caused difficulties for the 
L2 learners. It seems that, in the absence of ungrammaticality, the L2 learners were 
unable to inhibit the English interpretation. This may be because they are accustomed to 
rules telling them explicitly what is correct and incorrect. Therefore, in a situation where 
both options are possible and negative evidence is rare, even L2 learners at advanced 
proficiency levels may have difficulty acquiring native-like interpretations. However, 
while the L2 learners perform differently than the other three groups, they still interpret 
the definite article as generic around 25% of the time (Figure 9), suggesting that they are 
treating Spanish differently than English, where they almost never interpret definite 
subjects as generic (Figure 8).  
 The final Spanish task, the EPT again revealed somewhat different patterns of 
performance for the HS and L2 learner groups. Specifically, performance for both groups 
was similar in the subject tokens as shown in both a group and individual analysis (Figure 
7 and Table 9). Specifically, both groups treat Spanish subject nominals different than 
English subject nominals, producing the article with generic subjects the majority of the 
time. On the English, EPT neither group produced the article in these contexts more than 
5% of the time (Figure 6). Therefore, both groups exhibit similar performance levels and 
error types in the subject conditions, which can be attributed to difficulty accessing a 
grammatical representation during an online task. This can be concluded due to the clear 
differences between English and Spanish behavior and the fact that neither group was 




attributed to transfer from English, which allows production of bare nominals in subject 
position. 
What cannot be attributed to transfer from English, however, is the L2 Spanish 
speakers’ overproduction of the article with generic objects in Spanish. This is because 
English and Spanish behave the same in these contexts, both requiring bare generic object 
nominals. Therefore, the L2 learners of Spanish have overextended the rule for subject 
nominals to the object contexts. This finding is important for theories of CLI, because it 
suggests that structural overlap does not necessarily have to be caused by structural 
overlap as defined by Hulk & Müller (2000). L2 learners are capable of applying rules to 
contexts they perceive to be similar, even with a structure as common as direct object 
nominals. Interestingly, we do not see this behavior at all among the HS of Spanish group, 
which shows that overextension of rules may be an artifact of classroom learning, which 
makes learners conscious of rules, which allows them to apply rules learned in one 
context to others. On the other hand, HS who are not made consciously aware of 
grammatical rules in the heritage language would have more difficulty overextending a 
rule that they are not consciously aware exists. In the future, this hypothesis could be 
tested in a debriefing session following testing by asking each participant to state a rule 
that they thought articles followed in each language. In this way, metalinguistic 
knowledge and its effect on responses could be more clearly measured. If this difference 
between L2 learners and HS does exist, however, it has important implications for the L2 
and heritage language (HL) classrooms, highlighting a need for teachers to be aware of 




Supporting the availability of this strategy for L2 learners are the findings from the 
L1 Spanish/L2 English speakers in their second language. For example, on the English 
AJT (Figure 2), we see that the L2 speakers of English overaccept bare nominals in 
specific conditions, especially in subject position, showing that they have overextended 
the use of bare nominals in English. Crucially, this occurs in contexts, which work the 
same in English and Spanish (specific subjects require articles in both languages), 
meaning that, again, CLI occurs in the absence of structural overlap. A related result is 
found on the English TVJT, where L1 Spanish/L2 English speakers interpret the bare as 
specific more than all the other groups. Therefore, this group clearly has some association 
of the bare to specific contexts in English despite the fact that neither English nor Spanish 
allows such an association. This association also manifests itself in the EPT, where L1 
Spanish/L2 English speakers produce the bare in specific situations more than all the 
other groups. This performance by the L2 English speakers on all tasks mirrors that of the 
L2 learners of Spanish on the EPT. Again, the strategy of overextension was never found 
among the HS group. 
With regards to English performance, both the L1 English/L2 Spanish speakers and 
the HS of Spanish performed similarly on the TVJT and were in line with the 
performance of the monolingual English speakers. However, on both the AJT and the 
EPT, the L1 English/ L2 Spanish speakers more accurately attended to semantic 
characteristics when accepting and producing articles in comparison to both the HS of 
Spanish and the monolingual English speakers. Since neither the HS group nor the 
monolingual speakers have had the experience of formally studying a foreign language, it 




among the L1 English/L2 Spanish group is a result of studying Spanish. It is important to 
note, although, that the HS group did perform similarly to the monolingual English 
speaker group, which demonstrates that the presence of Spanish as an L1 among the HS 
group has not hindered their ability to acquire English at native-like levels 
These conclusions regarding the role of formal language study in heightened L1 
metalinguistic awareness is supported by the results in Spanish. This behavior is most 
evident in the AJT (Figures 4 and 5), where the L1 Spanish/L2 English speakers 
consistently rated infelicitous sentences lower than the monolingual speakers of Spanish, 
suggesting that they were paying more attention to the connection between the use of the 
article and its relation to specificity. This behavior would be exactly the opposite of what 
structural overlap accounts of CLI would predict. However, it is possible that these 
bilingual speakers attempt to differentiate their two languages as much as possible in 
order to make each more categorical and ease processing (Kupisch & Barton, 2013; 
Jessner, 2006).   
The comparison of three bilingual groups tested in both of their languages using 
different tasks that tap in to different language abilities has revealed a number of 
similarities and differences between L2 learners and Heritage Speakers, in addition to 
bilinguals and monolinguals which would not have been possible without such an 
exhaustive methodology. We have seen that bilingualism can affect both dominant and 
non-dominant languages, that CLI can occur where languages differ, but also where they 
are similar and no difficulties would previously have been expected, and, finally, we have 
seen that discussing “level of acquisition” of a particular structure obscures important 





This chapter began by outlining the methodology that was used to address this study’s 
research questions including the participants from the three bilingual groups and the two 
monolingual groups, the design of three tasks (AJT, EPT and TVJT), the structure under 
analysis and the specific syntactic and semantic conditions included in each task, as well 
as the procedure of data collection. Especially innovative characteristics of this study 
including its bi-directional nature, the use of the MiNT vocabulary measure, the use of 
bilingual groups as comparison in addition to the traditional monolingual baseline were 
discussed as particularly important to answering the proposed research questions. 
Following the outline of the study’s methodology, the results from both languages, all 
five groups and all three tasks were discussed and three important patterns were 
highlighted which were summarized and discussed in more detail in section 5.5.  
The importance of these findings to this study’s specific research questions will be 
discussed at greater length in the next chapter. In what remains of Chapter 6, both 
theoretical and pedagogical implications of the findings will be discussed, and limitations 
of the study will be mentioned in addition to suggestions for possible follow-up studies 











This study aimed to contribute to the fields of bilingualism and second language 
acquisition by exploring the nature of CLI. Specifically, the leading approaches to CLI in 
the field are structural approaches, which attempt to explain why certain structures are 
more vulnerable to influence from a bilingual’s other language (Hulk & Müller, 2000; 
Schwartz & Sprouse, 1996; Sorace & Serratrice, 2009; Yip & Matthews, 2009). In 
addition, these approaches almost exclusively study and discuss areas where a given 
language pair differs, assuming that CLI only occurs where two languages diverge. 
However, there are researchers who acknowledge the presence of CLI where a given 
language pair shares a common behavior, but these are usually referred to as cases of 
positive transfer (Odlin, 1989; Sharwood-Smith, 1983). 
Recent research providing a more nuanced understanding of both L2 and heritage 
language acquisition has revealed that “ultimate attainment” or “native-like performance” 
is far from the only interesting finding of language acquisition studies. Specifically, an 
exploration of the types of errors made and whether these patterns differ across different 
groups of bilinguals can shed light on the effect of age, dominance, exposure and other 




For this reason, the current study has compared not only accuracy levels but also 
patterns of errors or strategies used for the production, interpretation and acceptance of 
one structure that differs in Spanish and English (subject nominals) and another that 
works similarly in the two languages (object nominals). This was done in order to 
understand whether different groups of bilinguals showed different patterns of CLI and 
whether these patterns appeared across all task types or only certain ones. Specifically 
this study explored the following research questions: 
 
RQ1: Do differences in CLI regarding the production, interpretation and acceptance of 
nominals in Spanish and English exist among different populations of 
Spanish/English bilinguals? If so, which strategies occur with which speakers?  
 
 H1: All participants will show evidence of transfer from their dominant language 
to their non-dominant language (as described above in 4.6.1) in line with the 
Feature Reassembly Approach.  
 
 H2: L2 learners will also show evidence of a conservative grammar (as described 
in 4.6.4) due to their higher metalinguistic knowledge in comparison to HS. 
 
RQ2: What individual differences are related to different bilingual strategy selection 





 H3: Language experience will influence strategy selection, causing L2 learners to 
show evidence of a conservative grammar (as described in 4.6.4) as a result of 
their metalinguistic knowledge. 
 
RQ3: Do differences appear in certain task types or contexts more than others? Are these 
related  to language experience? 
 
H4: L2 learners will perform more similarly to native speakers on the 
Acceptability Judgment Task due to their experience with written and 
metalinguistic tasks. 
 
H5: HS will perform more similarly to native speakers on the interpretation and 
production tasks due to their experience with the language 




RQ1 asked whether differences in CLI regarding the production, interpretation and 
acceptance of nominals in Spanish and English exist among different populations of 
Spanish/English bilinguals? and, if so, which strategies occur with which speakers? 
Based on the results discussed in Chapter 5, the response to research question 1 is that, 
yes, differences do exist between some groups of bilinguals on some of the tasks. 
Specifically, bilingual speakers are more prone to CLI from their dominant language to 




group on all of the Spanish tasks and among the L1 Spanish/L2 English group on the 
English TVJT. These findings confirm hypothesis 1, which states that all participants will 
show evidence of transfer from their dominant language to their non-dominant language 
(as described above in 4.6.1) in line with the Feature Reassembly Approach.  
However, other strategies are also present. Specifically, we see overextension present 
among both L2 learner groups. That is, in their second language, these speakers 
incorrectly apply a rule not present in their L1 to the L2, making errors that are not a 
result of L1 transfer but rather of perceived structural differences where they don’t exist. 
This strategy was used by the L1 English/L2 Spanish group during the Spanish EPT and 
by the L1 Spanish/L2 English speakers on all of the English tasks. These findings 
confirm hypothesis 2 which predicted that, in addition to dominant language transfer, L2 
learners would also show evidence of a conservative grammar (as described in 4.6.4) due 
to their higher metalinguistic knowledge in comparison to HS. 
Finally, we see a strategy which was not expected or predicted in any hypothesis and 
which can be understood as a result of heightened metalinguistic awareness. This strategy 
manifests itself in more categorical behavior by speakers who have studied a second 
language when tested in their first language. For example, speakers who have studied a 
second language are more aware of the semantic constraints governing the use of articles 
in their first language. This behavior was observed among the L1 English/L2 Spanish 
speakers on the English EPT and the AJT. On these two tasks, this group behaved more 
“English-like” than the monolinguals, more reliably connecting bare nominals to generic 
kinds and determiners to specific entities. This finding, although found in previous 




relating activation to grammatical competence since, in these situations, a decrease in L1 
usage (as a result of L2 acquisition) has led to stronger associations between the L1 
phonological forms and their features. To account for this, an additional explanation 
would be needed, which addresses this restructuring of the L1 possibly as a strategy to 
reduce processing load, thus separating the bilinguals’ two languages as much as possible. 
Another possible explanation would be that L2 input and use provides more data about 
language in general, which can be used to form and/or strengthen grammars in other 
languages, not just the language being heard or used. This finding is also important 
because it offers a more neutral approach to bilingualism and second language acquisition, 
showing that not every interaction between two languages in a bilingual brain is 
detrimental to one of them. The strategies discussed above are summarized below in 
Table 10 based on the tasks, the groups and the languages in which each strategy was 
found in the data.  














Summary of Types of CLI Found Across Tasks 
 Spanish English 










































































RQ2 asked which individual differences are related to the different strategy uses 
found in the data. This has been discussed above, but can be summarized as follows. All 
speakers tend to transfer from their dominant to their non-dominant language. However, 
among L2 learners, in addition to L1 transfer we see evidence of what I referred to in 




similarly across different contexts in the L2. This leads to the results found in this study 
that suggest overextension. Specifically, L2 learners of Spanish overextend the idea that 
articles are always required with Spanish subject nominals, regardless of their genericity, 
to object contexts even though this is inappropriate. Similarly, L2 learners of English 
know that bare nominals are acceptable in English and incorrectly extend this usage to all 
contexts, including specific contexts. Importantly, both of these divergences from the 
monolingual norm cannot be explained by direct structural transfer from the L1, since 
neither of these behaviors are allowed in the L1. Therefore, when discussing the source of 
divergence in these instances, one must discuss bilingualism effects as opposed to CLI 
such as a heightened metalinguistic awareness or a strategy resulting from a need to 
reduce processing load.  
I have argued in Chapter 5 that, in this case, the heightened metalinguistic awareness 
resulting from the study of a second language better explains these findings in contrast to 
the desire to ease processing by simplifying the grammar of the non-dominant language. 
This is because, if the latter were the case, we would expect to see this “conservative 
grammar” or overextension strategy among HS as well, which was never found in the 
data presented here. These differences in strategy use then, must be related to these 
groups’ different experiences with learning their two languages. Specifically, both L2 
learner groups have had the opportunity to study a language in a classroom setting with 
explicit instruction of grammar over an extended period, while the HS have never had 
this experience with either of their languages. It is possible, however, that this difference 
in strategy use is not, in fact a result of language experience, but of AoA. Both L2 groups, 




learned their second languages as adults, possibly after a critical or sensitive period for 
language learning had ended. It has been suggested that L2 learning among adults is 
fundamentally different from L1 or child L2 acquisition in that adults use general 
learning mechanisms, such as analogy and probabilistic learning, whereas children either 
have access to universal grammar (Bley-Vroman, 1990; Hawkins & Chan, 1997) or apply 
different cognitive strategies to the task (DeKeyser & Larson-Hall, 2005; Ellis, 2005; 
Lenneberg, 1967; Norris & Ortega, 2001; Ullman, 2001). While this study cannot tease 
apart the effects of AoA and classroom experience with language, the implications for the 
second language and heritage classrooms are the same regardless of the underlying cause 
of this strategy difference. Specifically, instructors of L2 learners need to be aware of 
structures that their students may perceive as being similar that, in reality, behave 
differently and should not assume that their students will easily master a structure in their 
L2 simply because it works the same in their first language. The hypothesis presented for 
RQ2 which predicted that language experience would influence strategy selection, 
causing L2 learners to show evidence of a conservative grammar (as described in 4.6.4) 
as a result of their metalinguistic knowledge can, therefore, be mostly confirmed. We do 
see this strategy among L2 learners, but it cannot undoubtedly be attributed to their 
metalinguistic knowledge obtained through classroom instruction.  
Some previous research has also found evidence for the use of overextension as a 
strategy among HS of Spanish, specifically with differential object marking (Cuza et al., 
forthcoming), copula verb choice (Silva-Corvalán, 1994) and the use of masculine gender 
as a default (Cuza & Pérez-Tattam, 2016; Montrul et al., 2008), however we did not find 




a strategy longer with L2 learners than with HS or that it is employed differently by the 
two groups (with different structures). More studies exploring strategy use among HS and 
L2 learners is needed to determine whether the data found here generalize to a wide 
variety of structures or not. If we do indeed find that L2 learners consistently use 
overextension to a greater extent than HS, this would support the creation and 
maintenance of separate instructional approaches for these two groups of learners.  
In addition to the hypothesized relationship between learning a second language and 
overextension, we also found another bilingualism effect, which was not expected. 
Specifically, those same L2 learners discussed above also perform differently in their L1 
when compared to monolingual speakers. Again, this strategy was only found among 
those speakers who had studied a second language in a classroom setting as adults. 
Specifically, L1 English/L2 Spanish speakers rated infelicitous sentences lower than the 
monolingual speakers of Spanish, suggesting that they were paying more attention to the 
connection between the use of the article and its relation to specificity. In addition, on 
both the English AJT and the EPT, the L1 English/ L2 Spanish speakers more accurately 
attended to semantic characteristics when accepting and producing articles in comparison 
to both the HS of Spanish and the monolingual English speakers. This finding does seem 
to be related to classroom language learning since, even in comparison to the 
monolingual speakers who also started learning their language from birth, the L1 English 
and L1 Spanish speakers who had studied a second language performed more accurately 
with regards to the syntax and semantics of articles in English and Spanish. Therefore, 
bilingualism effects influence, not only the non-dominant language, but also the 




(reduced processing capabilities, simplification of grammars, etc.), but, in contrast, can 
lead to greater metalinguistic awareness and heightened attention to the relationship 
between syntax and semantics in a bilingual’s dominant language. Again these findings 
confirm some previous research with similar findings and suggest that future research 
exploring CLI should not disregard the dominant language in bilingual speakers as 
impervious to CLI or irrelevant to studies of bilingualism and language acquisition 
(Jessner, 2006; Kupisch & Barton, 2013). 
Finally, RQ3·asked whether differences would appear in certain task types or 
contexts more than others and whether these differences would be related to language 
experience. Here, the answer is again yes. On the Spanish tasks, for instance, we see that 
HS outperform L2 learners on the most naturalistic task, the TVJT, which requires 
interpretation. On the other hand, we see that L2 learners outperform the HS on the AJT, 
the most metalinguistic task, which is written and requires reflection regarding correct 
language usage. On the production task, the two groups perform similarly in the subject 
conditions, but we see differences in the object conditions, under which the L2 learners 
overextended the use of the article. These differences in performance correspond nicely 
to the areas in which these groups have differing levels of experience with the language. 
For example, HS have more experience in naturalistic settings, using the language at 
home with family members and mostly in oral communication. Additionally, HS often 
live in homes where they are spoken to in Spanish, but are allowed to respond in English 
(Carreira & Kagan, 2011; Potowski & Lynch, 2014; Valdés, 2001). This fact can help 
explain the HS’ higher level of success with the interpretation task in comparison to the 




L1 Spanish/L2 English learners performed well on all three tasks, which is not surprising 
due to the wide range of experiences they have had with Spanish at home, in their 
communities and school. Returning to the predictions presented earlier, hypothesis 4, 
which stated that L2 learners would perform more similarly to native speakers on the 
Acceptability Judgment Task due to their experience with written and metalinguistic 
tasks can be confirmed. In addition, hypothesis 5, which predicted that HS would perform 
more similarly to native speakers on the interpretation and production tasks due to their 
experience with oral language use can mostly be confirmed. The HS did perform better 
on the interpretation task, but performance on the production task was similar for the two 
groups, especially with subject nominals, and neither group performed similarly to the 
Spanish-dominant groups. However, with object nominals the HS did outperform the L2 
learners who exhibited overextension of the article, and, in fact, the HS performed 
similarly to the Spanish-dominant groups in these contexts. These results mostly 
corroborate those of previous studies that have found an advantage for L2 learners on 
written and metalinguistic tasks and for HS on naturalistic, intuitive and oral tasks (Cuza, 
2012; Cuza & Frank, 2015; Montrul et al., 2008).  
What is important to note with regards to RQ3 however is the fact that, in all cases, 
participants treated their L1 differently from their L2. That is, even though the HS of 
Spanish and L1 English/L2 Spanish speakers do not produce the article 100% of the time 
in subject position in Spanish, they are producing it most of the time (around 75%), while 
in English, neither group produces the article more than 5% of the time. These results and 
similar findings on the TVJT and AJT suggest that these learners are indeed aware that 




difficulties lie in the consistent application of this knowledge to the use of Spanish across 
different task types. These findings are in line with an approach to bilingualism that 
allows for and explains different performance based on language experience and task 
type such as The Missing Surface Inflection Hypothesis (Lardiere, 2008; Prévost & White, 
2000). In addition this approach explains the fact that, while performance is not 100% 
native-like, speakers are capable of understanding and using the correct Spanish feature 
assembly at times. That is, these data support the idea that acquisition is not an all-or-
nothing phenomenon but rather one that emerges slowly as a result of continued use and 
at different rates across different tasks, depending on the patterns of language use of the 
individual.   




The results of this study have implications for several related fields including theories 
of CLI, theories of bilingualism/language acquisition, and for second and heritage 
language classroom pedagogy. In addition, this section will include some methodological 
recommendations for future research, which aims to expand upon the findings presented 
here. To build upon this discussion, the following section will include a discussion of 
future directions for this line of research in order to address the limitations of the present 
study, further close gaps in the research and answer questions raised by this study. 
Regarding theories of CLI, in Chapter 2 I discussed several structural approaches 
such as the Interface Hypothesis (Serratrice et al., 2004; Sorace & Serratrice, 2009), The 




(de Prada, 2013), which predict CLI based on a contrastive analysis of a language pair 
and the location of a given structure within the syntactic representation. I argued that 
these structures could not account for differing results (qualitatively different CLI) 
among different speakers of the same language pair with the same structure. The findings 
from this study provide additional evidence to call these purely structural accounts of CLI 
into question, showing that different groups of bilinguals do, in fact, exhibit different 
types of interaction between their two languages. In addition, previous research on CLI 
has focused on areas that differ between a given pair of languages, but the findings from 
object contexts in this study give us reason to believe that we should also pay attention to 
structures that, despite behaving similarly in both languages, speakers may perceive as 
behaving differently. Therefore, perceived structural differences should be mentioned and 
incorporated into theories of CLI, especially when discussing adult L2 learners.  
In Chapter 2, I also discussed bilingualism effects, which are those behaviors that 
result from the acquisition and use of two languages (as opposed to one). In these cases, 
the specific characteristics are not transferred, but rather certain behaviors emerge as a 
result of being bilingual. These can be behaviors that result from reduced input in both 
languages (acquisition delay) (Pirvulescu et al., 2014), a need to reduce processing load 
(Kupisch & Barton, 2013) or a heightened awareness of language and the connection 
between morpho-syntax and semantics or pragmatics (Jessner, 2006). The results from 
this study support the idea that bilingualism affects not only the non-dominant language, 
but also the dominant language, and not only in detrimental ways, but also in positive 
ways. All of these findings suggest that bilingualism is an innovative and fluid process, 




in constant comparison to a monolingual native speaker. We find a variety of strategies 
used and some variation even among monolingual speakers and should, therefore, 
consider interaction between a bilingual’s two languages as a natural and neutral 
phenomenon, which is managed creatively by speakers constantly.  
This discussion touches on some theories of bilingualism and language acquisition, 
specifically theories regarding the effect of age and knowledge of another language. 
Previous research on bilingualism has defined CLI primarily in terms of deviation from a 
monolingual norm. The current study aims to present bilingualism in a more realistic 
light, neither as an inherent impediment to ultimate attainment nor as completely stable 
and invariable. Through the data presented here revealing differences across task types 
and group, it becomes clear that a more detailed focus on individuals is needed including 
studies of current and cumulative exposure (Unsworth, 2013), structure frequency, and 
general processing strategies used when bilinguals are unsure of the relationship between 
a lexical form and functional feature. Our findings are largely in line with the Missing 
Surface Inflection Hypothesis, which claims that L2 learners (in this case HS as well) 
may show variable performance in a non-dominant language due to difficulty accessing 
these representations consistently. The fact that we find different performance on 
different task types, with best performance appearing in task types with which the 
speakers are most familiar, supports this claim as well.  
While the Missing Surface Inflection Hypothesis can explain our results in terms of 
performance, it does not make predictions with regards to development, or how the 
current state of these bilingual grammars came to exist. I discussed two attempts to do so 




Grammars Hypothesis. Both of these approaches predict a dynamic interaction between 
different representations in the bilingual mind and do not rely on impairment to explain 
difficulties present in a non-dominant language. For example, both L2 and HS acquisition 
have focused on interlanguage or some form of incomplete acquisition suggesting that 
these speakers possess grammars that are somehow deficient or lacking. In fact, due to 
misunderstandings of the linguistic reality of bilingualism, many bilinguals suffer from 
linguistic discrimination in both Spanish and English (Lynch, 2003). In contrast, the 
Feature Reassembly and Multiple Grammars approaches aim to focus on bilingualism as 
a natural human state rather than an intermediate step toward an unrealistic goal of 
“ultimate attainment” of a monolingual norm. Concretely, we do not see an either-or 
phenomenon among any speaker, even among the HS who learned Spanish from birth. If 
acquisition were a question of simply changing a parameter setting, or acquiring a new 
lexical entry, we would expect to see a drastic shift from no accurate use to immediate 
and error-free behavior upon its acquisition. However, across all tasks, this is not what 
we see, we see a struggle related to competition between the two languages and the 
reality of processing limitations.  
However, both of these theories also still rely on the options present in the bilingual 
speakers’ two languages as potential for representations in the bilingual mind. Neither of 
these approaches directly addresses the findings discussed here that cannot be attributed 
directly to the other language, such as the overextension strategy and the heightened 
attention to and accuracy of L1 usage. These approaches, in order to more completely 
model bilingual grammars must make some reference to general cognitive strategies that 




We see that bilinguals may doubt between two options at different times and in different 
contexts, that they apply things they know about language globally to all languages they 
speak, changing their use of even their dominant language and that they innovate, 
creating new connections and possibilities not present in either grammar they’ve been 
exposed to. Therefore, these approaches, which elegantly explain competition between 
L1 and L2 options, must now account for findings that do not seem to stem from either 
language. 
Keeping in mind the evidence for CLI and bilingualism effects found in this study, 
some implications for the second and heritage language classroom can also be offered. 
First and foremost, teachers should consider focusing on and providing feedback 
regarding not only those areas of the target language that differ from the students’ 
dominant language, but also those areas that the students may simply perceive as working 
differently. It has been shown here that our students are capable of making incorrect 
inductions about the target language grammar, overextending structures to contexts in 
which the dominant language and the target language do not even differ. Unfortunately, 
similarities between language pairs are often never mentioned in the classroom and 
without explicit information to the contrary, students may assume that their two 
languages behave differently, especially if this is the case in a similar context (like 
subject nominals). Therefore, these results suggest that anticipating possible processing 
strategies our students may use, such as overextending a rule incorrectly, may be 
beneficial, especially in a second language classroom, as proposed by VanPatten and 




In addition, it is clear from the results of this study that noticing a grammatical 
structure, becoming aware of the rules constraining its application and understanding the 
differences between the L1 and L2 are not enough to ensure consistent application of said 
rule. Therefore, more opportunities for automatization through practice in all four skills is 
required in the classroom in order for students to apply new rules to all domains of 
language use and to become adept at their on-line application. These implications are in 
line with several current approaches to language pedagogy including communicative 
approaches, processing instruction (VanPatten, 2004), The Output Hypothesis (Swain, 
1995; 2005) and The Interaction Hypothesis (Long, 1996). 
The last set of important considerations that this study prompts us to consider regard 
methodological approaches to language acquisition. Specifically, the findings suggest 
that more research should explore bilingual speakers’ dominant language in order to 
better understand how bilingualism may lead speakers to approach their dominant 
language more consciously, applying knowledge acquired as the result of language study. 
Most studies exploring a bilinguals’ first language assume that it is no longer the 
dominant language, at least in terms of usage. This research has looked at long-term 
immigrants who no longer reside in a community where their first language is spoken and 
normally looks for areas in which the first language has been “lost” or altered due to 
transfer from the second language. However, the findings here, and also those of previous 
research (Jessner, 2006; Kupisch & Barton, 2013) suggest that effects on the L1 may be 
found even when it continues to be used and may exhibit more variety beyond loss, 




bilinguals be conducted at all levels of proficiency, including beginning L2 learners to 
see how the two grammars interact at these earliest stages of bilingualism. 
The findings from this study also suggest that research in language acquisition should 
test acquisition and accurate usage through a variety of task types, since, as seen here, 
success varies greatly by group depending on the skills required. Therefore, more studies 
testing the three skills commonly used as a measure of language acquisition research, 
intuition, interpretation and production, are needed (Crain & Thornton, 1998). In addition, 
new methodologies testing processing strategies including, but not limited to, eye-
tracking and reaction time can provide a more nuanced understanding of bilingual 
capabilities in each of their languages. It has become clear that consistent application of 
rules across task types cannot and should not be assumed any longer. In addition, doing 
so obscures important information relevant for pedagogical theory development. 
The final methodological implication to be discussed deals with the selection of a 
control of baseline comparison group. This study, due to its bidirectional nature, was able 
to include both a bilingual group dominant in each language as well as a monolingual 
group for comparison. The results suggest that these two groups may perform differently. 
Therefore, we cannot take for granted that, even if L2 learners or HS became dominant in 
one of their languages and mastered all four skills (reading, writing, listening and 
speaking), they would behave or should be expected to behave similarly to monolingual 
control groups. Here we have seen that language experience, including having had the 
opportunity to study a second language as well as the increased information about human 
languages obtained through the acquisition of a second language, affects language use. 




confounding AoA with the presence of another language. The field can no longer take for 
granted that the dominant language among bilinguals is similar to a monolingual norm, if 
we conclude that such a norm even exists. This conversation is not a new one in the field 
(Skutnabb-Kangas, 1981); however, comparison of bilingual groups with differing AoA, 
as opposed to a monolingual control group, in order to test the effects of age in language 
acquisition has yet to become the norm (Colantoni, Cuza & Mazaro, forthcoming; Hopp 
& Schmid, 2013; Mazaro et al., 2016).   
This section has discussed implications for the fields of CLI, second language 
acquisition and bilingualism, classroom foreign and heritage language pedagogy as well 
as methodological implications for future research in these areas. It has been shown that 
bilingualism is not a fixed state, but rather a constant negotiation of input, feature 
reassembly, rule automatization and learning about language. We have seen that both 
languages are vulnerable to CLI and bilingualism effects and that these are not always 
negative. We have also seen that comparing bilinguals to a monolingual norm may be 
inappropriate, not only because monolinguals are crucially different from any bilingual 
group in that they only manage the grammar of one language, but also because it fails to 
take into account the learning that occurs simply from studying a second language. That 
is, bilinguals have more information about how languages work, have focused more of 
their attention on these nuances and may, at times, outperform monolingual speakers for 
this reason. Therefore, these results suggest that comparing different types of bilinguals 
who differ in terms of dominance, skill set, language exposure and AoA makes more 




The next section will expand upon the findings and implications just outlined by 
discussing future directions that should be explored to account for the limitations of this 
study, take advantage of the insights gained and answer new questions raised by these 




6.4 Future Directions 
First and foremost it is important to recognize the limitations of the current study. The 
findings can only be applied to the specific structure and context under analysis here: 
Spanish and English nominals. It is possible that different results may be found, including 
different levels of native-like usage as well as different strategies with different structures 
and in different language pairs. Therefore, future research should explore different 
structures that bilinguals may similarly perceive as being different that are actually 
similar in English and Spanish such as adjective placement (some adjectives appear 
before nouns in Spanish, although most do not) or English wh- question formation in 
matrix clauses with auxiliary verbs, which require raising as Spanish does with all verbs 
in matrix and embedded wh- questions. Additionally, for any results to apply to general 
theories of bilingualism and language acquisition, different language pairs should be 
compared including those with different typological distance than Spanish and English. 
These studies may shed light on whether overextension as a strategy is more common 
among L2 learners in comparison to heritage speakers or appears with different structures. 
Also interesting would be a comparison of bilingual speakers to monolingual speakers of 




bilingual group maintains their advantage on structures that are grammatical or 
ungrammatical (rather than felicitous vs. infelicitous as was the case here) is a question 
future studies should address. 
Additionally, the inclusion of only one proficiency level (advanced learners) in this 
study is another limitation. In order to make clearer pedagogical claims regarding 
strategy use among HS and L2 learners, this same structure as well as others must be 
tested among groups at differing proficiency levels. It may be the case that at beginning 
or intermediate levels, similar strategies are employed by the two groups, weakening the 
argument for their different needs in the classroom and the necessity of differing 
language tracks for these two groups of learners. 
Regarding the pedagogical implications mentioned above, a logical next step would 
involve the application of these findings to the classroom and an evaluation of their 
effects. Specifically, does a focus on similarities between the two language pairs aid 
advanced L2 learners in the acquisition of nominals or any other structure? Additionally, 
research into processing instruction, interaction and the other currently existing theories 
of classroom pedagogy, while currently underway, should continue to be conducted and 
possibly use the acquisition of Spanish nominals as a test of their efficacy.  
 The final suggestion for future directions involves the addition of yet another 
bilingual group to this and other studies of bilingualism: a group of child bilinguals. 
Clearly, as shown in Chapter 2, Spanish/English bilingual children have been found to 
behave differently (show different error patterns) with past tense aspectual marking 
(Bardovi-Harlig & Bergstöm, 1996; Miller & Cuza, 2013; Montrul, 2002; Potowski, 




Spanish (Cuza et al., 2014; Cuza et al., forthcoming; Guijarro-Fuentes, 2012; Montrul, 
2010). Therefore, before any conclusions can be drawn as to pedagogical approaches to 
child heritage and second language classrooms, studies assessing their use of nominals 





This chapter has included a review of the findings as they apply to the research 
questions proposed and has been able to answer all three research questions affirmatively. 
That is, differences do exist in terms of production, acceptance and interpretation of bare 
and definite nominals in Spanish and English across different groups of bilinguals and 
that these differences do vary depending on task type with each group excelling on tasks 
that draw upon skills with which they have the most experience. Specifically, L2 learners 
were found to use overextension as a strategy in contrast to HS. In addition, L2 learners 
were found to be more attuned to the relationship between syntax and semantics in their 
first language even in comparison to the monolingual control groups, suggesting an 
advantage as a result of language study. Finally, access to representations in the 
bilinguals’ languages depended on the type of task as mentioned above. Specifically, HS 
more easily accessed the Spanish generic association to the definite article on the 
interpretation task, while L2 learners were more successful on the acceptability judgment 
task.  
These findings, upon being summarized, were interpreted in terms of their 




approaches to language acquisition and bilingualism. Overall, it was argued that theories 
of CLI, in order to be complete, must address differing types and levels of CLI across 
different groups of bilinguals, such as those found in this study. In addition, theories of 
language acquisition and bilingual development must explain behaviors that do not stem 
from input in any languages to which a speaker is exposed, but rather appear to come 
from metalinguistic awareness, processing demands and classroom instruction. The 
results presented here are generally in line with theories of bilingual development, which 
allow for fluidity and variable behavior across task types such as The Featural 
Reassembly Hypothesis (Putnam & Sánchez, 2013), The Multiple Grammars Hypothesis 
(Amaral & Roeper, 2014; Roeper, 1999), The Missing Input Surface Inflection 
Hypothesis (Lardiere, 2008; Prévost & White, 2000). This fluidity and variable behavior 
suggest that classroom pedagogy should address possible errors involving rule 
application unnecessarily that our students may commit, mentioning areas of similarity 
between the L1 and the L2 when possible. Finally, classroom instruction should provide 
copious opportunities for students to apply their knowledge of rules to language use 
across all four skills in order to ensure reliable and automatic access to these 
representations. 
Following implications of this study’s findings, suggestions for research to build upon 
the present study and address its limitations were discussed in section 6.4. It was 
suggested that more structures across different language pairs be studied including 
learners of varying proficiency levels and ages (including children). In addition, the 
implications mentioned for the language classroom should be put to the test in order to 




well as the effects of using processing instruction, interaction-based approaches and 
output-based approaches on the acquisition of bare and definite nominals in Spanish and 
English. Finally, in order to address an unexpected question raised by these results, 
bilinguals should continue to be tested in their dominant language, in order to determine 
how and when acquiring an L2 begins to influence the dominant language system. These 
questions remain open to future study and offer promise in terms of their contributions to 
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Other Professional Experience 
2014-Present Purdue School of Languages and Cultures Document Translator 
2011-Present Oklahoma K-12 Foreign Language Teaching Certification 
2014-2015  Purdue University Foreign Language Placement Testing Assistant 
 
S E R V I C E  
 
2012-Present Associate editor of academic journal Diálogo de la Lengua.      
http://www.dialogodelalengua.com/  
 
2015-2016  Vice-President, Purdue Linguistics Association.  
 http://web.ics.purdue.edu/~pla2006/index.htm  
 
2016 Judge, American Association of the Teachers of Spanish and Portuguese, 
Indiana Concurso Académico (Academic Competition) for middle and 
high school Spanish students. February 27, 2016. 
 
2012-2015 Coordinator and Co-founder. Aprendiendo a Leer Service-learning 
Program. 
 
2014-2015 Member, Teaching Awards Committee, School of Languages and Cultures, 
Purdue University. 
 
2015 Abstract reviewer, 10th annual Purdue Linguistics Association Student 
Symposium. Purdue University. April 10-11, 2015. 
 
2015  Member, Committee for the Purdue School of Languages and Cultures 
15th Annual Graduate Student Symposium, Mind, Body and (Con)text: 
Cognitive Approaches to Literature and Linguistics. March 6-7, 2015. 
 
2013-2014  Volunteer Translator: FAFSA Night for Hispanic Families 
  Purdue University Extension Office, Clinton County, Indiana 
 
2014 Co-chair, Graduate Student Organizing Committee, 14th Hispanic 
Linguistics Symposium. Purdue University. November 13-16, 2014. 
 
2014 Co-chair of the Purdue School of Languages and Cultures 14th Annual 
Graduate Student Symposium, Merging Borders: Literature, Linguistics 
and Communication in Cross-Cultural Contexts. March, 2014. 
 
2013 Member, Committee for the Purdue University School of Languages and 
Cultures 13th Annual Graduate Student Symposium, Humanities and 
Social Change: How Literature Impacts Class, Gender and Identity. 
March, 2013.    
